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        In Laria, the truth cuts as sharp as a blade.

      

        

      
        Former captain Yala Palathar and her allies prevented the god of death from claiming another city, but at a cost. Now, war threatens between Laria and their rival nation of Rafragoria after half a decade of peace, and tensions in the capital are at an all-time high. While the unprepared monarch tries to keep everything under control, it seems inevitable that Yala and her surviving squad-mates will be called to battle once again.

      

        

      
        To complicate matters, bodies are washing up on Laria’s shores, corrupted by Mekan’s insidious magic. Yala is certain that someone is trying to push their nation into a fight that will achieve nothing but a fresh wave of souls to feed the god of death, but the Disciples of the Flame are determined to burn away the evidence - literally.

      

        

      
        As Dalathar comes ever closer to boiling over in chaos, Yala must choose whether to reveal the secrets that will either save everyone from an avoidable war… or shatter the fragile peace holding Laria together.
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      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 against the rival nation of Rafragoria. During a clash with Rafragoria over possession of an unmanned island between their nations, the monarch, King Tharen, called Yala’s squad to take on a secret mission and claim the island before their rivals could gain a foothold there. Yala agreed to take on the 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, he 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 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 threatened her life if she ever shared 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 vying to claim a price on her head.

      Yala killed the mercenaries with the aid of a Disciple of the Sky, Kelan, who was pursuing the mercenaries for his own reasons. Distrusting his motives, Yala reluctantly joined forces with Niema instead to seek out Vanat, but found he was taken captive by a mysterious group called the Successors. 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 when he found the mercenaries. Niema, meanwhile, revealed that Yala appeared in a vision experienced by the Disciples of Life showing her to be a powerful ally against the rise of Mekan, the god of death.

      Suspecting a connection with her experiences on the island, Yala firmly explained to Niema that she and her squad members survived through Dalem’s sacrifice and not because Yala possessed any unique ability to resist Mekan. They then found Vanat’s dead body on the road. 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, Melian attempted to sacrifice Yala and her friends to gain the favour of the god of death and overthrow the monarch. 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, including 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 people 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 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. With the dead swarming the city at her command, Melian had enough power to slay Yala’s war drake and cut her throat.

      Before Yala could bleed out, Niema had a change of heart and 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, 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. 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. However, several weeks later, Yala’s attempts to lie low were thwarted when she learned of someone trying to raise the dead in the capital again. She was then invited to meet the Disciples of the Flame’s new leader, Superior Shralin, who informed her that the book that Melian used to learn how to use Corruption was missing. He then effectively blackmailed Yala into going to find it by threatening to reveal her status as a Disciple of Death to the world.

      Kelan, confined to Skytower after the events in the capital, was then sent on a mission to Setemar to find out why the Disciples of the Earth mysteriously cut off all contact with the outside world. She assigned him to travel with Laima, and neither of them was thrilled at this arrangement. After several failed attempts, the pair were eventually able to meet with the Disciples of the Earth’s leader, Superior Dovial. He revealed that the reason for their isolation was that the Disciples of the Earth were inexplicably losing the ability to contact their deity or use their powers – and that the dead were rising from their subterranean graves.

      Niema, meanwhile, returned home to the jungle to find one of her enclave members dying from an unknown illness. Niema came to the horrifying realisation that in saving Yala’s life when Melian cut her throat, she borrowed the life force of her fellow enclave members through their bond and is now too late to undo the damage. Worse, Superior Kralia had already figured out the truth, and sentenced Niema to be imprisoned for aiding a Disciple of Death. She then ordered two powerful Disciples to hunt down Yala, too. After all, Corruption must be eradicated.

      Back in the capital, Yala’s search for the missing book led her to travel to Setemar. There, she joined forces with Kelan to search the tunnels underneath the city, where they unearthed a hidden Temple of Death set up by the person who took the book… Melian’s younger brother Trienan. Their confrontation ended in a stalemate, but complications abounded when Yala unearthed apparent evidence that someone from among the Disciples of the Earth had been dabbling in Corruption, too, which led to its infiltration of their temple. Superior Dovial’s refusal to believe her reports culminated in Yala’s arrest, but she gained the support of a Disciple called Pehin who allied with Kelan and the others to help her escape.

      A spate of disappearances in the village near Setemar prompted Yala and the others to return to the mines where they found the Temple of Death. There, they found that Melian’s brother had already opened the void, and to avoid destruction, Yala was forced to call the undead war drake back to aid in her fight. Most of the Disciples of Death were killed in the process, including Trienan, while Yala finally got her hands on the missing book. The book turned out not to be a guide to Corruption, but a journal written by someone who visited Laria—and the island where she found the Temple of Death—long before her own people settled on the continent. And apparently the Disciples of Life and Death were both already present at the time.

      Two Disciples of the Flame then showed up looking for the book, not trusting Yala not to keep it for herself. Having witnessed Yala’s conjuring of the undead war drake, they figured out what she was, and their confrontation ended in Yala being forced to kill them both.

      While imprisoned, Niema managed to send a warning to Yala and then went on the run from the Disciples of Life who the Superior sent to capture Yala. Having received her warning, Kelan helped her escape to Setemar, where they found that the Disciples of the Earth closed their doors again, their Superior believing that the safest way to keep out Corruption is to prevent anyone from leaving the temple at all.

      Yala, knowing the rot lay within the temple itself, joined with the others to entice some of the Disciples of the Earth out into the open, where they were able to gain access to their deity again – but too late. The dead attacked the city, resulting in many casualties, including Laima.

      While the city was under attack from the dead, the Disciples of Life arrived, led by Superior Kralia, who now used her abilities as a Superior to mind-control Niema into obeying her command to take Yala’s life.

      While the battle between the Disciples of Life and Death broke out, Yala was forced to fight a mind-controlled Niema, who managed to break free of Superior Kralia’s orders. The two joined forces to close the void and defeat the dead, which led to Superior Kralia’s reluctant acceptance that Yala was not on Mekan’s side.

      In the aftermath, Niema decided to leave her enclave for good, while Yala returned to the capital to return the stolen book to the Disciples of the Flame. However, Kelan showed up to claim it for his own Superior instead, much to Superior Shralin’s annoyance, believing a dangerous book like that would be safer in Skytower.

      As Traitor’s Tome ends, Superior Shralin tells Yala of a Rafragorian soldier whose body washed up on Laria’s shore, carrying note emblazoned with the following words: REMEMBER THE ISLAND.
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      The Disciples of the Sky descended upon the city of Amanar like a wave breaking against the shore.

      To Kelan, the city resembled a blot on a page made by a person knocking over a pot of ink. Squat buildings sprawled along the coastline, without the taller structures that characterised the capital of Dalathar and no monuments to the deity who gave the city its name. Amanat, He who ruled the endless sea. The ocean was a sparkling blue mass dotted with ships whose beauty formed a stark contrast to the warren of slums that was their intended destination.

      The orphanage, a squalid building of grey stone with a patchy roof, was matched by the equally bedraggled woman who met them at the door. Her gaze lingered on their well-made blue cloaks, her words punctuated by consistent dripping as the remnants of the night’s storm splashed into the buckets placed at intervals on the wooden floor.

      “We’re looking for anyone between the age of eleven and, ah, sixteen,” Kelan said, though he suspected anyone older than their mid-teens would have either enlisted in the army or fled to avoid the compulsory draft and fallen in with the local gangs as a result. “Anyone who would like to be tested by the Disciples of the Sky.”

      The woman beckoned, having corralled the children into the main room to wait for their visitors. A familiar tightness in Kelan’s chest arose as he looked at the sea of gaunt faces, some of which had lit with hope at the Disciples’ arrival. The staff, their faces as starved and weary as the children’s, had to extract a few younger hopefuls who’d hidden among the others.

      “Sorry, eleven or twelve is the youngest we’ll take,” another Disciple of the Sky told the woman. “Any younger than that and they run the risk of not passing the tests.”

      Or rather, not being accepted by the god of the sky. Kelan didn’t blame them for trying it on; he might have been a full-ranked Disciple himself for over half a decade, but he’d never forgotten the life he’d left behind when he’d joined their ranks.

      “We’ll come back,” Kelan told the woman when she slipped back into the room, rubbing her tired eyes on the back of her worn sleeve. “In a few years, when they’re old enough.”

      Seven children remained, watching with the same curiosity he’d doubtless shown when he’d met the Disciples who’d come to his village so long ago. A smaller number than he’d expected, but perhaps that would heighten the odds of their acceptance.

      “What will happen to us?” asked a skinny girl of around thirteen.

      “You’ll come to Skytower,” he told them. “To be tested by Terethik, god of the skies.”

      As novices, they’d learn how to manipulate the air currents to fly and perform what ordinary people would call miracles. They’d never experience hunger or have to sleep in a room with a leaking roof again. Provided they passed the sky god’s tests, of course, but Terethik was known for being one of the more magnanimous of the deities.

      “Go on.” The woman waved a hand at them. “Go and pack, quickly now.”

      As the children scurried out of the room, Kelan addressed her in a low voice. “I expected more. Did most of the older children enlist?”

      Her lips pursed. “No, they took them.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” he asked.

      “The ones from the water.” She didn’t meet his eyes. “The other Disciples.”

      The Disciples of the Sea? He knew little of that branch of Disciples. While they reportedly lived off Laria’s coast, they seldom ventured onto land, though logically, he knew they had to get their novices from somewhere. The Disciples of the Flame recruited primarily from amongst war orphans in Dalathar but rarely strayed outside their city’s borders. The same went for the Disciples of the Earth and their own home city of Setemar. The Disciples of the Sky, who could travel further afield, picked their novices more widely, which would explain why a village orphan like Kelan had ended up training alongside the son of a respected merchant like Lakiel. As for the Disciples of the Sea, he supposed Amanar must be the closest major city to where they were rumoured to make their home. He’d never set eyes upon one before, though.

      The children returned before he could ask more questions, and his fellow Disciples ushered them outside. Their small faces were already brighter at the prospect of leaving the orphanage, and they chattered amongst themselves about Skytower and the god which they hoped to serve.

      “Will we get cloaks like yours?” a narrow-faced young man asked, plucking at Kelan’s sleeve. “They look expensive.”

      “You’ll be given novice uniforms when you arrive in Skytower,” Kelan replied. “When you’re full Disciples, you’ll get a cloak.”

      “Are the tests hard?” The young man’s voice wavered. “Do many people fail?”

      “No, not at all. You’ll easily pass.” He caught the eye of his fellow Disciple—Lakiel—who gave him a disapproving stare for reasons he couldn’t fathom. He was hardly going to tell this group of orphans that there was any risk of being kicked out of Skytower and sent back to the orphanage. “Who’s ready to go?”

      “Can we get something to eat first?” asked the skinny girl who’d spoken to him earlier, indicating a stall on the street’s corner from which the enticing smell of fried fish drifted. “It’s a long way to Skytower, isn’t it?”

      “We can stop somewhere on the way,” Lakiel said, but the children ignored him. They swarmed the stall, casting hopeful eyes at Kelan, having correctly assumed he was more than happy to purchase lunch for them.

      “I don’t see any harm in waiting a little longer,” he said, reaching into his pocket for his coin purse. “How much for seven of those?”

      The fish had been fried to a crisp, but the orphans didn’t care; this was likely the first meal they’d eaten in a while, and they fell on the food with such enthusiasm that he had to supervise to make sure that everyone got their fair share. When he saw some of them hiding extra food in their pockets, a habit he remembered too clearly, Kelan tossed another coin to the stall owner and asked him to deliver as much fried fish to the orphanage as his coin would cover.

      As they ate, he joined the others where they’d gathered on a pier facing the seafront, where the ocean lapped at the wooden slats. He tried to imagine Disciples swimming to the shore in the dead of night like monsters from legend, clad in… not cloaks, surely. The fabric would become waterlogged and tangle around their legs, and he doubted their Superiors wore elaborate headgear either. His mental image morphed as he pondered on the practicalities of living in a place with so few resources. Did they subsist solely on fish and sea plants? What did they do when storms tossed the ocean’s waves into a frenzy—hide under rocks?

      Inevitably, Kelan’s curiosity got the better of him. “Did the other Disciples ask you to join them?” he asked the nearby children, gesturing out to sea. “The Disciples who live out there?”

      The skinny girl spoke through a mouthful of fried fish. “Yesh, they did. I said no ’cos I can’t swim.”

      “Tac can’t swim either,” remarked the boy who’d spoken to Kelan earlier. “He’s probably dead.”

      “Yahin!” shrieked the girl. “That’s horrible.”

      “True, though,” said another orphan. “They didn’t ask if we could swim. Just if we didn’t mind leaving Laria for good.”

      “Really?” Strange. All branches of Disciples lived apart from regular people, but the deities didn’t outright forbid their followers from interacting with non-Disciples, much less never setting foot upon their own shores again.

      “That’s right,” the boy said. “I told ’em no, since my parents died at sea, in the war.”

      Right. Of course. Most children here would be war orphans, young victims of King Tharen’s relentless campaigns against their neighbouring nation of Rafragoria. Kelan wasn’t clear what had been achieved in the past few decades of conflict save for Laria and Rafragoria passing the same bits of land back and forth as one gained victory and then the other. Disciples were prohibited from participating in warfare, but now Kelan thought, he couldn’t imagine it was fun for the Disciples of the Sea to have their home constantly intruded upon by boats full of Larian soldiers and Rafragoria’s sea drake–riding squads. No wonder they never came ashore.

      Kelan glided down the pier, eyeing the large expanse of blue with a newfound curiosity. Somewhere on the other side of the blue was the large continent dominated by the Parvan Empire. Between was the large chain of islands that formed the Rafragorian peninsula, more landmasses… and the Temple of the Sea.

      He racked his memory, trying to recall whether they’d learned anything of that temple in lessons. While he’d freely admit to falling asleep in class as a novice, he wasn’t convinced they had covered that branch of Disciples beyond the superficial details. Had his Superior ever met with their leader? Whose idea had it been to break off contact with the rest of Laria?

      As his feet hovered above the pier’s edge, something stirred below the water.

      Kelan jerked backwards, recognising the unmistakable outline of a human hand stretching upward as though reaching to clasp his own.

      “Kelan?” Lakiel’s irate voice came drifting down the pier. “It’s time to go.”

      “There’s someone in the water.” Unease stirred inside him. He dropped to a crouch and reached over the edge. Grimacing at the salt spray, he leaned until his sleeve was soaked to the elbow and his hand closed around the clammy skin of someone who was certainly dead and had been for a while. He tugged, lifting a lighter weight than he’d expected. A child.

      “Tac!” one of the children on the docks shouted. “It’s Tac!”

      Screaming filled the air, mingling with the cries of seabirds. Kelan placed the small body on the wooden pier, his mind reeling. What happened to him? Did the god of the sea reject him and leave him to drown, or did the other Disciples just leave him behind?

      Kelan was never able to adequately explain what he did next. While the others were gathered around the drowned body of the orphan boy, he found his attention back on the ocean, on the expanse of glittering blue sea. And then he stepped over the pier and glided northward, across the deceptively calm water.

      At what point the waves would turn from calm to treacherous, he didn’t know. Nor had he ever swum in anything larger than a river. Yet his primary thought was that he didn’t believe that no Disciple of the Sky had ever been curious enough to explore the oceans beyond Laria’s shore. Yes, dangers lay abroad, but Disciples had no part in King Tharen’s war. Rafragoria’s soldiers surely wouldn’t dare strike him down and risk the wrath of every other Disciple inside Laria’s borders. So why—?

      Someone shouted his name. A current of air buffeted him from the side, and when he lifted his head, the sound of beating wings echoed from above.

      From a war drake, saddled and armed for war, flying directly at him.

      Kelan flew higher, but the beast lifted its head too. They can’t resist a moving target, he recalled hearing, possibly during one of the many lessons in which he’d fallen asleep at Skytower. Worse, six more beasts flew behind the first, a full Larian flight squad.

      The beast’s rider yelled something—probably an insult—as Kelan scanned for any route of escape and found only one remaining.

      He dropped out of the sky and plunged into a dive.

      Hitting the water hurt more than he’d expected, his entire body recoiling as if he’d slammed headlong into a wall. At once, he was encased in all-encompassing, suffocating darkness, gasping for air that wasn’t there. His cloak billowed around his legs, its weight pulling him down no matter how he kicked and flailed. His hair, thick and damp, clung to his face, further obscuring his sight.

      This is how I’m going to die? Really?

      He gave one last, desperate kick, and his head broke the surface. He gasped, inhaled, choked, and went under again.

      A hand floated in front of him in the gloomy water. He recoiled, gasped, and the hand moved. A living hand, not dead, reaching to pull him out. Kelan grasped the hand and let its owner pull him to the surface. Surprised to see Lakiel was his rescuer, he blinked water from his eyes and sucked in air.

      “Thanks.” Breathing a prayer to Terethik, he drifted upward and out of the water until he reached the pier. There, he collapsed, convulsing, retching, shivering.

      “What were you thinking?” Lakiel demanded. “Did you forget that you’re a Disciple of the Sky, not the Sea?”

      Kelan coughed. “Perhaps I was so enraptured by the beautiful ocean that I decided to get a close-up view.”

      “You see the ocean every time we fly over the coast.” Lakiel shook his head. “You were going to the Disciples, weren’t you?”

      “They killed a child.” His gaze went to the small body on the pier. One of the other Disciples had wrapped him in their cloak.

      “They didn’t kill him,” Lakiel said, exasperated. “The boy drowned. Like you almost did.”

      “If they took him with them knowing he couldn’t swim, they as good as killed him, didn’t they?” he rasped. “Or their god did, which is worse.”

      “Not all gods are as merciful as ours.”

      Lucky for us. He shivered. “Is that why they left Laria? The Disciples of the Sea?”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea.” He didn’t sound as though he was interested either. That was nothing new. Kelan had enough curiosity for the pair of them, and even the orphaned children were eyeing him with a mixture of awe and incredulity.

      Kelan watched the last of the war drakes disappear into the distance. It took a brave soul to tame one of those beasts—though “tame” was the wrong word, as he’d seen for himself when he’d narrowly avoided being cleaved in two by those vicious teeth. They must be on their way to another skirmish with Rafragoria; another battle to turn the seawater red and leave more bodies upon Laria’s shores. Another wave of orphans to wait and pray for a miracle.

      Perhaps Tac had been lucky. Given the choice, Kelan would certainly have picked drowning over death in battle or starvation.

      While his curiosity was far from sated, it would be many years before Kelan thought of the Disciples of the Sea again.
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      The war drake bared its teeth at Yala as she extended a gloved hand to take hold of the chain around its neck.

      “Yes, very scary,” she said. “Do you want to fly? Or are you going to snap at me?”

      She’d taken off its muzzle, but her fingers were clothed in drakeskin gloves that would prevent its sharp teeth from severing the tendons if her attention lapsed for a heartbeat. The trick was keeping its attention on the promise of a tastier snack than her stringy human limbs. Yala tossed the war drake a piece of raw raptor meat, which it caught in its large jaws, and allowed herself a moment of pride. She’d spent years around war drakes, but this one belonged to her alone, a luxury she’d never been afforded as a soldier.

      While the war drake was occupied with chewing, she sidestepped its large flank and undid the bindings around its leathery wings. She kept hold of its chain as she did so, the other hand maintaining a firm grip on the carved wooden cane that she used to compensate for the injury she’d sustained during the last mission that she’d participated in as part of the king’s army.

      Memories both bitter and sweet clustered in the back of her mind as she worked. The war drake strained at the chain, stretching its wings, and she reached into her pack for another piece of meat. While the beast was occupied, she fastened the other end of its chain to a post. The war drake snapped its displeasure, exhaling the stench of raw meat into her face.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she muttered. “We’ll have a proper flight when someone’s around to help, but Saren’s at work, and I’m not subjecting the stableboy to your antics. Stretch your wings and quit complaining.”

      The chain rattled as the beast’s wings flapped, gusting air at her; it didn’t understand human speech, though it had grasped her meaning that she wouldn’t release its chain. Not today. The paddock, designed for domestic raptors and not war drakes, offered enough space for the beast to prowl but little in the way of company save for herself.

      When Yala had flown as part of a squad, they’d taken turns to help each rider mount their steed without any mishaps, and despite her extensive experience, Yala was well aware of the precarious nature of Laria’s relationship with its war steeds. Years of watching her fellow riders lose limbs or worse had developed instincts that had come back sooner than she’d expected. Instincts that she’d need if she wanted to survive what might await her.

      Two weeks ago, a dead Rafragorian soldier had washed ashore in a boat, clutching a note in his hand that said, Remember the island.

      The note was unsigned, unaddressed, but as one of the few people in Laria who even knew which island the note referred to, Yala had the impression of being invited in on a secret joke that even the king wasn’t privy to. In truth, she didn’t know how much King Daliel had been told. According to Viam, he’d received no direct correspondence from Rafragoria either. Not a word.

      After she’d fastened the wing restraints back into place, Yala tossed the war drake a last piece of meat. Wiping her greasy fingers on her drakeskin trousers, she waited for it to finish chewing then reattached its muzzle. The war drake snapped its teeth at her again from behind the thick fabric.

      “Soon,” she murmured. “Soon.”

      With its muzzle in place, Yala left the paddock. Over the rooftops, the distant sound of cheering reached her ears, punctuated by drumbeats. Goose bumps sprang up on her arms despite the damp heat. The sound was as familiar as a war drake’s cry, an echo of another time. A long-gone era of her life when she didn’t have to lean on a cane for balance while she locked the gate and when she’d been surrounded by a squad in the military barracks rather than alone.

      Instead, the drums and cheers struck her like a wrong note in an orchestra. King Tharen was long dead, and his son shared none of his fondness for military spectacle. That King Daliel had felt pressured to revive Laria’s old traditions might be timely if Rafragoria did indeed lay the blame for their soldiers’ fates at Laria’s feet, but Yala had thought her nation’s enmity with their neighbours had been buried with the death of their last king.

      The sinking sun cast golden-red rays over the rooftops as she left the paddock, walking past a twitchy stableboy who wasn’t getting paid nearly enough. She found a large, bearded man waiting for her in the street outside.

      “What’s wrong, Nalen?” she asked, surprised to see him in this part of the city. The burly veteran usually occupied the narrow alleyway that led to Dalathar’s Undercity, guarding the streets inhabited by the capital’s most unfortunate. “Not another dismembered limb in the river, I hope.”

      “No, it’s Saren.”

      Yala frowned. “Isn’t he supposed to be working?”

      He scratched an ear with a callused hand. “I saw him on his way to the pleasure district with some off-duty guards.”

      Yala sighed. “Why?”

      “Don’t know.” Nalen scuffed the cobbles with a worn boot, another remnant from his time in the king’s army. Like Yala, he’d watched the king’s recent recruitment endeavours with wariness; while he was theoretically within the right age range and fitness level to sign up again, he refused to give up his self-appointed role in protecting the people of the Undercity, and so far, the king’s guards hadn’t come knocking on his door. Yet.

      “I’ll have to wash my hands first,” she told him. “I can hardly go to the pleasure district reeking of raw meat and drake dung.”

      Yala stopped at a nearby fountain and splashed water over her hands and boots, but there was little to do for the smell of the paddocks that always lingered these days. She didn’t intend to stay in the pleasure district long enough for anyone to notice. In truth, part of her wondered if she ought to leave Saren to his own devices. She might no longer be a squad leader in the official sense, but her lingering sense of responsibility towards her former squad members remained, and so she let Nalen lead the way through the cobbled streets until they came to a gambling den.

      “What’s he doing in here?” Yala halted and swore under her breath. “I’m guessing it’s already too late to stop him losing all his wages.”

      Yala pushed open the door and was immediately enveloped in a cloud of bitterleaf smoke and raucous laughter. What’s Saren doing in a place like this? He’d been on his best behaviour recently—in fact, she’d gone as far as to conclude that he’d finally rid himself of his alcohol dependence, which was a fool’s assumption, she knew. As long as the nightmares remained, so would the desire to bury those memories, if just for a short time. Remember the island, indeed.

      Yala scanned the dingy room, where Saren sat slumped on a stool, a few dice scattered on the table in front of him. At her approach, he slumped even further until the crown of his head reached the table.

      “Saren.” Yala’s cane beat a rhythm on the uneven floor, the wooden base sticking to the detritus of spilled drinks. “That’s enough.”

      “I’m not done yet,” he mumbled with the half-hearted defiance of someone who knew they’d been caught in the act.

      “Yes, he is,” said the man who sat opposite him. Despite his discarded coat, Yala would know him for a city guard from the clank of weapons at his belt when he rose to his feet. “Shit. You’re Yala—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence.” She gave the man a hard stare until he sloped away and then sat in his abandoned seat.

      “Saren, aren’t you supposed to be working?” She leaned over the table and nudged at a copper coin with her fingertips. “Don’t tell me you bet all your wages.”

      She was the one who’d found him his new position as a healer’s apprentice, which was a miracle, given the sheer volume of unemployed former soldiers in the capital. A number of them had joined the guards, but Saren had expressed a firm desire to have as little to do with the monarch as possible.

      “No,” he mumbled. “No, and I quit.”

      “You did what?” Yala flicked a coin at him, her nails scraping the table’s surface. “After all the trouble I went to?”

      “We had an argument.” He caught the coin in a palm and cradled it to his chest. “I told him to jump in the river.”

      “Might I ask why?”

      Saren lifted his chin, his eyes bright and defiant. “He made some comment about the war and you.”

      “Me.” She jerked back in her seat. “What did he say about me?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It does if it cost you your job. You know how hard it was to find someone open to training a new apprentice in your position?”

      “Yes, I fucked up, same as usual.” His defiance slid away. “You don’t need to remind me.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Some of her irritation faded. Saren’s habit of letting any semblance of stable employment slip through his fingers was well known at this point, and this was hardly his worst transgression. He didn’t even appear to be drunk. “Tell me what he said about me.”

      When Saren opened his mouth to answer, someone crashed into their table, scattering the remaining coins onto the floor. As he dove to retrieve them, a gust of wind rippled through the air. Given the humid night, Yala knew the source before the person who’d crashed into the table caught his balance, and she recognised Kelan of Skytower. Disciple of the Sky, erstwhile pain in her behind, and the person who’d saved her life enough times that it would have been galling if she hadn’t returned the favour in equal measures.

      She climbed to her feet. “Kelan?”

      Ignoring her, he lunged towards a nearby guard who held a bright-blue Disciple’s cloak draped over his arm.

      “Hey!” She slammed the rim of her cane down in front of him. “What are you doing?”

      “We won this fairly.” The guard held up the long-sleeved cloak in a hand, letting it fall to its full length. “He gambled his cloak when he ran out of coin.”

      “Really, Kelan?”

      “No.” He lifted a hand and sent a gust of wind at the guards, which missed, instead knocking over a nearby table. Wood and glass crunched, and several people shouted obscenities at him.

      “Does your deity mind you using your powers for vandalism?” She stepped in front of Kelan when the guard reached for his knife with clumsy fingers. “Don’t even think about drawing a weapon unless you want to see mine.”

      The guard’s bleary eyes widened with recognition. Kelan made another attempt to sidestep Yala, but she seized his arm.

      “Can’t you get a new cloak?” she asked. “They have enough spares at the inn that you can afford to lose one.”

      “It’s too early to go back to the inn.” He tugged his arm free and lurched sideways. “I’ll go and seek my entertainment elsewhere.”

      The other patrons watched with relief as Kelan staggered towards the door and out into the night. Yala debated following him, but a yelp drew her attention back to the table she’d left behind. Nalen had lifted Saren bodily from his seat by the scruff of his neck. “Where should I put him?”

      “Into the war drake’s pen.”

      “What?” Saren yelped, sobering abruptly. “I didn’t do anything that bad.”

      “You got me caught in the middle of a fight between Disciples,” she said. “Or one Disciple. What’s he playing at?”

      “You think I know?” Nalen carried Saren to the door and placed his feet on the cobbles outside. It had begun to rain; warm droplets slid down Yala’s face and clung to her curly hair.

      Kelan had already gone.

      Yala blew out a breath. “Better go before we’re blamed for this.”

      The gambling den’s owner had presumably been hiding to avoid being involved in a fight involving a Disciple, but she doubted she or Saren would be welcome there again. City guards could talk their way out of almost any transgression, and Disciples—well, they were a force unto themselves.

      They left the pleasure district, passing groups of merry individuals who paid no heed to the rain sliding down their faces and soaking the light fabric of their clothes. The sounds of laughter had replaced the cheers and drumbeats from over the wall to the upper city, but Yala’s sense of unease remained.

      “Fucking Disciples,” she said. “You can’t invite them anywhere.”
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      Viam had never seen the palace so bright.

      Banners and gold-and-blue flags were strewn across every edifice of the buildings within the palace complex, leaving a glare that lingered on the insides of her eyelids long after she’d left them behind for the more muted tones of the war drakes’ paddocks.

      Before leaving the palace grounds, she’d changed from her work uniform to a pair of drakeskin trousers—purchased out of her wages, as her old uniform no longer fit—and the gloves she’d never had the heart to throw away. With a sack of meat in one hand and a key in the other, she unlocked the paddock gate and slipped inside.

      A familiar growl greeted her, the sound of a predator in wait, and Viam extracted a chunk of meat from the bag and tossed it into the open jaws of the full-grown war drake that stalked towards her on clawed feet. Several other beasts were inside the shed at the back, sheltering from the rain, but this one had both managed to get out of its hut and also somehow removed its muzzle.

      “How’d you do that?” She fished the muzzle out of a puddle of rainwater and tossed it into a corner then checked to make sure the chain around the beast’s neck was still secure. It was, and so were its wing restraints. Some part of her twinged in guilt at the sight of its majestic, leathery wings bound to its back, unable to stretch out, but keeping a beast of that size and strength in the middle of Laria’s most populous city meant such cautionary measures were vital.

      Taking the chain in one hand, Viam began to go through the basic commands. Sit, crouch, lift one leg and then the other, and duck its head so that a human rider could climb onto its back—all enforced by tugs of the chain and slithers of meat. Interacting with the beasts was a delicate dance between caution and boldness, displaying dominance without treading into foolhardiness. She’d taken to spending an hour here after work each day, with King Daliel’s permission, and it was surprising how quickly she’d slipped back into her old routines. Viam might feel more at home surrounded by ink and parchment, but kneeling in the dirt, shouting hoarse commands at a large and angry reptile, was a welcome change from pretending nothing was wrong.

      Pretending that Laria wasn’t on the brink of war for the first time since Viam had handed in her army-issued dagger and left her old life behind.

      Hence the banners, the cheering, the drums. It was all incredibly patriotic and yet somehow false at the same time. Viam knew the king to be soft-spoken and scholarly, with none of his father’s desire to produce countless monuments to Laria’s conquests, and until recently, the army had been a low priority. Now, new ranks of soldiers marched into the barracks every day. All volunteers. Thus far, King Daliel hadn’t revived the compulsory draft, but it was surely only a matter of time.

      As of yet, the Flight Division remained a distant memory, and Viam usually fed the war drakes alone each morning and evening. It was therefore a surprise when she heard footsteps outside the paddock and then the creak of the gate opening.

      Viam halted, one hand on the bag of meat and the other on the war drake’s chain, as King Daliel entered the paddock.

      “Your Majesty.” She dipped her head but didn’t kneel; he’d told her she didn’t need to bother with such formalities, and besides, she didn’t dare take her attention off the war drake. The heavy chain prevented it from reaching the newcomer, but its pitch-dark eyes scanned the monarch’s bright attire with interest all the same.

      Even King Daliel’s clothing had changed to reflect the military man his father had once been, his golden headdress less elaborate, his robes adorned with embroidery in the same gold and blue hues as the banners around the palace. His usual sandals had been replaced by solid boots that were polished to a high sheen, though that wouldn’t last if he took another step into the muddy paddock.

      “Viam,” he said. “I’m impressed at how quickly you’ve gained the war drakes’ trust.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” She stepped away from the war drake, retaining a firm grip on the chain. “This one should be ready to fly soon.”

      She assumed she’d need to ask His Majesty’s direct permission to take the war drake for a flight, given that it theoretically belonged to him. While the paddock lay directly outside the back gates to the palace, she’d never expected His Majesty to come here, much less alone.

      “Good,” he replied. “We’ll need it. I understand that your friend Yala is training a war drake too?”

      At the mention of her former squad leader’s name, Viam stiffened. “Yes, but it’s a personal project for her.”

      Fool, she chided herself. It’d been hard for her to keep the king from finding out that one of the relatively few war drakes in the capital had ended up in Yala’s hands, but she’d assumed that the demise of the Flight Division would prevent him from taking an interest. Naïve, of course, given their history.

      “I know,” he said. “However, as a former captain, it would be valuable to have her expertise in training the new recruits.”

      “She’s never trained anyone outside of the Flight Division,” Viam said, her heart plunging. “Also, it’s been a long time since the war.”

      Yala would laugh in her face if Viam suggested she return to her former position. Her early retirement from the army had been reinforced by a payment worthy of a captain of the highest rank, which was supposed to see her through the remainder of her days without her ever having to set foot—or wing—on a battlefield again. The thought of the alternative made Viam’s palms dampen with sweat.

      “Yes, it has,” the king agreed. “I expect it’ll be a while before the war drakes are ready too. It’s been difficult to recapture those who’ve tasted freedom.”

      “No.” Yala often said that all drakes were wild, that humans only shared a delusion that they were in control, and Viam had to admit she agreed.

      “It’s a shame.” His mouth turned down at the corners. “I thought—or rather hoped—that there might be a way to send an envoy to meet with Rafragoria without running afoul of those dangerous seas.”

      “Send an envoy?” she said. “On a war drake? They’ll think they’re being attacked.”

      Years might have passed since the war ended, but the Rafragorians would forever associate the image of Larian war drakes as a precursor to their own demise. Even King Daliel ought to know that, surely.

      “Yes, my advisors told me as much, but I thought you might have a different perspective.” His gaze travelled around the paddock, lingering on the war drakes sleeping within their huts. “There are other uses for these beasts than war.”

      “Your Majesty, I don’t know that I’d entrust a wild animal to represent the nation in a fragile negotiation. Especially if you’re trying to avoid war.”

      She spoke more freely than she’d intended, the image of the dead Rafragorian soldier climbing to the forefront of her mind. Remember the island, the note had said, but to whom? It was Viam who’d told the king the truth of their squad’s last mission not three weeks ago, and until then, he hadn’t known that his father’s final struggle against Rafragoria had been over an island that belonged to the god of death and that Rafragorian soldiers had awakened Mekan’s temple and paid the price with their lives.

      If the note was to be believed, Rafragoria blamed Laria for those deaths, which made little sense to Viam, but who was to say what stories had reached Rafragoria’s shores in the absence of any direct communication between their nations? In truth, sending an envoy wasn’t the worst idea. If there was an option that didn’t involve reptilian weapons of war.

      The king’s downcast expression prompted her to add, “I don’t mean to disparage your suggestion, but I don’t know that Rafragoria will ever associate war drakes with anything other than bloodshed. Certainly not peace.”

      “No, you’re right,” he said. “I’ll have to think of another way. Thank you for listening to me.”

      He backed out of the gate, leaving Viam blinking after him in puzzlement. She wasn’t entirely sure why he’d asked for her advice, but he sometimes forgot how young he’d been when he’d taken the throne. He was all of twenty-five and hadn’t inherited his father’s advisors, who’d been killed along with their monarch.

      Killed by Rafragoria, or so everyone thought save for a handful of people, Viam included.

      The war drake tugged on the chain, drawing her attention back to the present. She gave it the rest of the meat and then put its muzzle back on—securely this time—before she locked up the paddock for the evening.

      Dusk painted the rooftops pink as she handed the keys to the guards outside the gates and reentered the palace grounds. To her surprise, Brenat waited for her, resting a burly arm on the low wall separating the barracks from the rest of the palace grounds.

      “I thought you’d be out here,” she said. “What did His Majesty want? Isn’t it risky for him to visit the war drakes without his personal guards?”

      “Maybe, but the rest of us can hardly lecture the monarch on safety concerns.” She hoped Brenat hadn’t said anything to the king. Her fellow scribe was known for her tendency to speak brashly, though her sometimes exasperating curiosity was tempered by her genuine kindness. As one of the few people in the palace who didn’t indulge in whispers whenever Viam walked past—either concerning her position with the war drakes or her link to Yala—Viam treasured any chance they had to talk alone.

      “True enough.” Brenat strode briskly ahead, tossing a wave at a pair of passing guards. Unlike Viam, she had a natural gift for winning favour from others, and it was a constant source of bafflement that His Majesty had elected to spend time with Viam instead. “You never said what the king wanted. To see the war drakes?”

      “Yes, and… well, he wants to send an envoy to Rafragoria,” she admitted. “I had to remind him that sending war drakes would have the opposite impact of what he intends.”

      Brenat raised a brow. “Did he not already realise that?”

      “Yes, but Rafragoria isn’t exactly accessible by sea.” She fell into step with Brenat as they followed one of the many paths through the darkening palace grounds. Buildings housing the king’s various staff flanked them on the left, while an open space on the right gave way to the tiered majesty of the palace, its gold-bedecked layers glimmering in the dying light of the sun. “If we sent a boat without any warning, their sea monsters would eat the messengers alive.”

      “Might be better than sending war drakes,” Brenat remarked. “Best save them for the Flight Division.”

      Viam’s steps faltered, recalling the king’s interest in Yala and her war drake. She had to have known it was inevitable that the monarch would have noticed her new acquisition, but what would Yala make of the king’s offer?

      I suppose the worst she can do is say no, she thought, resolving to visit Yala at the first opportunity to wash both their hands of the matter.

      Remember the island, a voice whispered in the back of her mind.

      She remembered. Yala did too. That was precisely why they couldn’t get involved in another war with Rafragoria—because the only victor in a battle waged by Corruption would be the god of death.
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      Kelan woke in a puddle of sour wine to a sharp knocking on the door.

      He lifted his head, shivering, his fragmented vision assembling the pieces of his room at the Disciples’ Inn. His shirt was soaked with the remnants of the wine spilled across the floor—either from the bottle or vomited up, he couldn’t tell—and his chilled arms reminded him that he’d lost his cloak. Leaning on the bed, he pulled himself to his feet and winced at another aggressive thump on the other side of the door. Only one person was given to making this level of noise in the early hours of the morning.

      “Lakiel,” he called. “Can’t you wait another hour?”

      The door flew open, revealing Lakiel, whose thin lips were pulled into a frown. “The Superior wants to talk to you.”

      That woke him as efficiently as a bucket of water upended on his head. “She’s here?”

      “No, and she has better things to do than clean up after Disciples who ought to know better than to start brawls in public establishments.”

      “Her first mistake was thinking I know better.” He didn’t recall Lakiel witnessing the incident, but admittedly, he wasn’t certain how he’d got back to the inn either. His only clear memory of the previous night was the humiliation of Yala witnessing his confrontation with the guards. What she’d been doing in a gambling den, he had no idea.

      Lakiel gave him a searching look down his long nose. “You might want to change clothes first.”

      The tall Disciple turned and stalked away, leaving Kelan to gather the shreds of his dignity.

      Several hours later, Kelan stood before his Superior in the upper room of Skytower. He wore a cloak he’d obtained from the laundry room at the Disciples’ Inn that was altogether too big for him and a shirt that was too short in the sleeves; while it might have been an improvement on dragging himself here from Dalathar in his alcohol-stained clothing from the previous night, it didn’t make him feel any less like Dalathar’s river had swallowed him up and spat him back out. The half-day flight home had cleared his head, but his mouth tasted like a cesspit, and he wished Superior Sietra would stop staring at him. She towered over him from her high-backed chair, her azure robes embroidered in gold that matched her headdress. Gold paint streaked her cheeks, and her regal demeanour was matched only by the image of the sky god on the tapestries adorning the wall on his right, whose watchful eyes seemed to judge Kelan for his misdemeanours.

      “Kelan,” said Superior Sietra. “I’m told you’ve been busy in the capital.”

      That’s one way of putting it. “I suppose I have.”

      “Starting drunken fights, I hear.”

      He lowered his gaze, a flush creeping up his neck. What did it matter to her what he did in his spare time? He didn’t recall her asking after his fellow Disciples in the same manner, and there was no law in Skytower against drunk and disorderly behaviour. Frankly, he was fairly sure Terethik would have joined in with enthusiasm had He been present in the material world.

      “You need a purpose.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes, you do,” she said. “You’ve been drifting around like a ghost since Setemar.”

      The word struck a sharp chord inside him. Setemar. The mission had ended fatally for too many of his fellow Disciples. Who was she to judge him for seeking any means of burying that disaster in the deepest recesses of his mind?

      “What do you suggest?” He swallowed nausea. “Another stint in the library?”

      “No, I think we’ve derived all the useful information that Skytower’s texts contain.”

      Gods, she didn’t think he was being serious, did she? “If you want to look in the Disciples of the Flames’ library, I doubt I’m the right person for the job.”

      “That is a consideration but not a priority.” Seriousness underlaid her tone. “Our country is closer to war than it has been in many years.”

      “Is it?” His head had started to throb again, and his stomach churned; he wondered if he might throw up on the Superior’s pristine floor.

      “Really, Kelan, you haven’t spent every moment buried in Dalathar’s taverns for the past few weeks,” she said. “You know of the body that washed up on Laria’s shores after your return from Setemar and its accompanying note.”

      “That was weeks ago.” And none of his business. The Disciples of the Flame had burned the body, hadn’t they?

      “Yes,” she said. “Since then, no word has come from Rafragoria to explain their intentions in sending that note, and the king’s attempts to contact our neighbours have resulted in no conclusive answers.”

      Had she been corresponding with the monarch herself? Granted, she might well have sent messengers into the palace and he wouldn’t have noticed, but the notion of an imminent war was entirely too much for his wine-soaked brain to take in.

      “I also spoke to Superior Shralin, and he shares my concerns,” she said. “The fact of the matter is that war seems inevitable unless the king is able to have a messenger sent directly to Rafragoria.”

      “Is that even possible?” He delved into his admittedly patchy knowledge of Laria’s prickly neighbours. “Don’t they send their sea drakes to attack any unfamiliar ships that enter their water?”

      “Often, yes,” she replied. “And sending a group of messengers by air—using war drakes—would be a dangerous misstep.”

      True. He fought an unexpected smile at the image of Yala travelling to Rafragoria as a messenger on a full-grown war drake—or worse, taking her dead war drake steed instead. That would all but certainly start a war, and not necessarily one that Laria could win.

      “We are in a unique position,” she went on. “We’re able to fly, which would get around the difficulties faced by regular messengers, and we’re also a neutral force who aren’t allowed to get involved with warfare.”

      Oh. Now he understood her interest. “You want to send in Disciples of the Sky.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Not me.” The truth dawned on him. “You can’t possibly think I’m qualified. I’m not a politician or ambassador. I don’t even speak their language.”

      “Few in Laria do,” she said. “In fact, that might prove advantageous. It should be obvious to Rafragoria that we pose no threat to them.”

      “No.” He shook his head and wished he hadn’t. The throbbing pain made it hard to piece together his thoughts. “They think we’re responsible—Laria as a whole, that is—for the deaths of their people on the island. If we fly into their midst, they’ll feed us to their sea drakes and consider it a mercy.”

      “I highly doubt that they’d lay the blame at the feet of the Disciples,” she said. “We’re a neutral entity outside of the monarchy and the government, and we’ve never participated in any war with Rafragoria. The same goes for their own Disciples. They would never want to risk breaking treaties that have existed for almost as long as our nations.”

      “That doesn’t make me the right person to negotiate with them.”

      “You handled the situation in Setemar, didn’t you?”

      “I got kicked out of the Temple of the Earth. Several times.” When added to his record of being banished from the Temple of the Flames, his actions in Setemar did not suggest he was the person to be chosen for a delicate political negotiation.

      “For speaking the truth.”

      “Does Rafragoria want me to tell the truth?” His head throbbed again, but he managed to offer a smile. “I thought most politicians did the opposite.”

      Her mouth almost twitched into a smile. “These are dangerous times. We don’t know if Rafragoria has access to Corruption, and if they do, those of you who were present during the incident in Setemar stand more of a chance of success than anyone else.”

      He raised a brow. “My only qualification is that I’m more likely than the average person to be able to cross the ocean into Rafragoria without being killed by the dead?”

      That, at least, he did have relevant experience with, but he’d survived the mission by little more than luck. Many hadn’t been that fortunate.

      “That’s an unlikely scenario,” she added. “We’ve seen no proof that Rafragoria has embraced any use of Corruption, but they’ve accused Laria of the same. It’s better for us as Disciples to absorb that blow than to let it strike the king, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Why not send the Disciples of the Flame?” He knew why. They couldn’t fly and probably couldn’t swim either. He doubted any of them had set foot on a boat in their lives, let alone in unpredictable water teeming with lethal monsters.

      “Superior Shralin declined when I made the suggestion,” she said. “In any case, his people will be ready to intervene should the worst happen and Rafragoria launches an attack.”

      “I should hope so,” Kelan said. “What about the Disciples of the Earth?”

      “They’re recovering from the recent upheaval inside their temple,” she said. “As of yet, they haven’t picked a new Superior.”

      I hope the god of the earth makes a better choice this time. “So it’s just us.”

      “Lakiel will be leading the mission,” she said. “I’ve asked him to choose a team.”

      “He didn’t choose me for this, surely.” No… if she’d been alive, Laima would have been chosen for the mission instead of him, and the knowledge left a sour taste in his mouth. He’d been surrounded by people more competent than he was, and yet they’d ended up dead and he’d lived. Who was he to take her place?

      He blinked hard, conscious of his Superior’s too-discerning stare. “No, I did.”

      “And you thought I’d need convincing.”

      “Do you?” she asked. “Need convincing, that is?”

      Objections rose to his tongue. He had none of the ideal qualities for a mission of this calibre, let alone after his recent fall from grace, but what else was there to do? Return to the capital and drown himself in taverns and pleasure houses until Laria had sleepwalked into war? Yala’s face swam to the front of his mind. He could imagine what she’d say if she knew he’d had the chance to stop a repeat of the war that had wreaked such havoc upon her life and had elected to indulge his own selfish impulses instead.

      “Depends on what you want me to do,” he replied. “What’s the intention? That we fly to Rafragoria and hope that they don’t knock us out of the air with a storm of arrows?”

      “Meet with our monarch first,” she replied. “Once King Daliel has decided on a plan of action, he’ll send word to Rafragoria. Should they accept his request, you’ll proceed from there. Lakiel will tell you the rest.”

      He dipped his head at the dismissal in her voice. “All right.”

      She knew I’d say yes. He had to admit that being sent across the ocean to a deadly foreign nation was more appealing than another stint in the library, combing through ancient books in search of references to Corruption, but it sounded as though the king would have to make the final decision.

      Lakiel waited for him outside the Superior’s rooms. “You said yes?”

      “I didn’t get the impression that I was being offered much of a choice,” he said. “How many of us are going?”

      “I’ve chosen four others to accompany us to
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