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            DEATH’S DISCIPLE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven years ago, Captain Yala Palathar was a hero. She and her squad of close-knit dragon-riding warriors were Laria’s elite, fighting for their nation alongside the monarch and his magic-wielding Disciples. Seizing control of an unmanned island should have been a simple mission, but Yala’s squad was little prepared for the horror and tragedy that awaited. Instead of triumph, all Yala and her allies found was death.

      

        

      
        Years on, Yala lives in seclusion in the deep jungle, ignoring the rumours of unrest in the capital following the end of the war. She little expects assassins to find her hideout - nor does she anticipate the mission that ended her career to have given rise to rumours that see her targeted by mercenaries vying to claim a price on her head. With the other survivors from her squad being picked off one by one, she has little choice but to return to the capital in the hopes of finding answers.

      

        

      
        Whether the truth lies with the Disciples of the Flame - who refused to believe her stories of the monstrous beasts that haunted the island - or with the long-dead king who sent her squad to their doom, one thing is clear. Yala must finish the battle she started all those years ago… even if it brings her face to face with the god of death Himself.
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      Yala watched the King’s funeral pyre burn, the light of the dancing flames reflecting in her fellow soldiers’ eyes. A cascade of grey smoke billowed from the courtyard, disappearing into the sky.

      Four robed Disciples stood at the corners of the pyre, orange flames streaming from their outstretched hands, while mourners gathered in rows according to their status. The soldiers occupied the western side of the courtyard, with each commander forming an orderly line before their respective unit with the captains standing behind. Despite Commander Sranak’s broad frame shielding her from the heat of the flames, the wooden cane Yala held had grown uncomfortably hot, and her proximity to the pyre made it obvious to her sharp eyes that no bodies lay upon it.

      Even with the best efforts of the king’s scouts, His Majesty’s body had never been recovered from the depths of the ocean that lay between Laria and Rafragoria, and neither had those of his closest guards. Crept upon and slaughtered by Rafragorian assassins, according to the sole survivor of the attack who’d later died of his wounds. Yala’s grip tightened on the cane, which she’d borrowed to ease the pressure on her injured leg while she stood through the hours of eulogies and funerary rites. Despite the heat searing its surface, the wooden stick was a solid foundation amid the unreality that had cloaked the past few days like a drug-induced haze.

      One would think attending the king’s funeral would have lessened her impression of being the recipient of an elaborate joke, but the lack of any bodies to burn made some inappropriate corner of her mind wonder if the king himself would walk in at any moment and declare his miraculous survival. It would hardly be the most improbable occurrence she’d witnessed in the past week.

      Get a fucking grip on yourself, Yala. He’s dead.

      His son, Prince Daliel, addressed the crowd from a raised platform on the northern side of the pyre, calling the ceremony to an end. As one, the four Disciples lowered their hands, and the flames died. No doubt they’d have to burn a cornucopia of offerings to their deity upon the altar for supplying them with a funeral’s worth of holy fire, unless they’d already done so. She wasn’t familiar with the particulars of the contract between the Disciples of the Flame and their revered god, but they would be the last to leave the courtyard.

      While the attendees began to depart, the remaining embers on the pyre dimmed, leaving little more than a flurry of ashes that drifted on the wind. Ordinarily, the ashes would signify the departure of the occupant’s soul to the afterlife, but without a body … well, the new king wouldn’t thank her for implying that His Majesty’s soul had been seized by the god of Corruption, Mekan, and dragged down into some ghastly hell, so she kept those thoughts to herself.

      A shiver danced up her spine despite the lingering heat, and it took her a moment to notice Commander Sranak had begun dismissing each squad one by one. Yala loosened her grip on her cane and stretched her cramping leg, hearing the other members of her squad stirring behind her. Saren caught her attention first; he stood on her left, stood stiff-backed and grim, his usually unruly long hair pulled back behind his ears and his eyes puffy from lack of sleep. Every day since their return she’d been woken in the night—if not by her own nightmares than someone else’s, disturbing the barracks with tortured screams.

      Next to Saren stood Vanat, whose eyes flickered towards Yala with concern when he thought she wasn’t paying attention. Machit was further to the left, nervously fiddling with the sleeves of his jacket, while Viam’s arm was bound in a sling, her forehead gleaming with sweat from the heat. Next to her was an empty space where Dalem would have been, and the last team member, Temik, stood as far from Yala as custom would allow. She felt the heat of his glare as acutely as the flames as she waited for dismissal. Her wounded right leg ached for rest, and the flickering ashes from the pyre stung her eyes.

      Commander Sranak’s even pace halted in front of Yala. “Captain Yala, the prince—ah, king, would speak with you.”

      Her heartbeat skipped. “Now?”

      “Yes.” He gestured to the area north of the pyre where the soon-to-be king waited amid his newly promoted retinue of guards—including Superior Datriem, leader of the Disciples of the Flame. The Superior’s white-robed presence lingered in the corner of her vision as she followed the commander around the pyre, past the white-cloaked Disciples at each corner.

      Yala’s cane tapped against stone with each step, the spasms of pain in her right leg were as acute as the day after she’d landed. Likely she’d walk with a limp long after the gaping wound healed to a scar. The injury wasn’t her first, by far, but if the future king intended to strike back at Rafragoria for the death of his father, she’d have to spend the battle in the capital recovering rather than on the back of a war drake. Not that anyone knew his intentions outside of his advisors, but that hadn’t stopped an endless slew of rumours from flooding the barracks over the past few days.

      Yala rarely joined those debates. King Tharen’s death had left her with a churning mass of questions that went far beyond the petty concerns of who would be promoted to join the new king’s personal guard. Even the matter of retribution ran second in her priorities to her desire to know why they now found themselves clustered around a pyre instead of beneath a display of fireworks above Ceremonial Square to celebrate their victory over Rafragoria.

      The future king watched her approach, dressed in funerary white with a simple golden headdress intended to suffice until his proper crown was constructed. No doubt each twist and whorl held a specific meaning—Viam might know them—but all she could think was that he must be baking in the heat. Then again, she thought the same of the white-robed man nearby, whose pious stance showed nothing of the fire he could summon to his fingertips at will. Or to be more accurate, at the will of the god of the flames, Dalathik.

      We all obey someone, she thought wryly. Whether it be man or god.

      Yala halted in front of the future king, hoping he wouldn’t take offence by her inability to kneel. Except him, maybe, she amended her thoughts, lowering herself into a bow that caused her injured leg to give an aggrieved spasm of pain. “Your Majesty.”

      “Captain Yala,” he said. “I’m told you led the last mission my father ordered.”

      Her back straightened, tension rising from her core as the mass of questions inside her threatened to come spilling out. She’d expected the mission to be of little concern to a man who’d lost his father in frankly bizarre circumstances, and who found himself abruptly in charge of a nation he hadn’t expected to lead for decades to come. Why would one minor, unfinished mission be of any concern to him?

      Unless … unless he knows why King Tharen sent us there.

      “I did,” she answered. “King Tharen ordered my team to scout ahead of the army and secure the island before Rafragoria did. Regrettably, the island was destroyed, and—one member of my squad met a tragic death alongside the Rafragorian contingent. The rest of us barely escaped with our lives.”

      Her words drew a look—subtle but sharp—from Superior Datriem. The briefest flicker of anger cut through his serene expression, and her nerve faltered for a similar instant. If she spoke the full truth to the future monarch, would the next body to lie on a pyre be her own?

      “My father would grieve with you, too, if he lived,” Prince Daliel said gravely. “Neither of us ever expected that I would take the throne this soon, but I will do my best to live up to his legacy.”

      Yala frowned, unsure how he expected her to respond. With confidence? Reassurance? He was awfully young, she thought—barely older than she’d been when she’d first joined the army at sixteen. “I’m sure you will, Your Majesty.”

      “I intend to make some changes,” he added. “The wars with Rafragoria have wrought a terrible toll on the nation in recent years, particularly on our economy.”

      “Undoubtedly, but…” But they killed your father, she thought. According to whispers that had travelled from the palace into the barracks, Prince Daliel didn’t share his father’s desire to demonstrate Laria’s military might at every opportunity, but she’d thought he would at least consider putting Rafragoria in their place for sending assassins to slaughter their king instead of facing him on the battlefield. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but what do you mean by ‘changes’?”

      Was she being reassigned to a different squad? If so, wouldn’t the commander have told her himself? An uneasy feeling stirred in the pit of her stomach when the future king did not respond right away. After a short pause, he said, “I intend to disband the flight division.”

      “Disband?” Repeating his words back at him made her sound dense, but what else was she supposed to do? Thank him? Her injured leg would make it impossible for her to perform effectively as a foot-soldier.

      “It was not an easy decision to make,” he said, “and I had no desire to dismiss someone of your abilities without any compensation. Due to the sacrifices your team made to fulfil my father’s last orders, I’ll ensure that you receive sufficient compensation to enjoy a comfortable retirement.”

      Retirement? Yala had long thought she’d be dead before she retired and being offered money to walk away from the only life she’d known left her with no response but blank-faced disbelief.

      The suitable reply dredged itself up from the depths of her mind. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      No doubt he thought he was doing her a favour, and hells, maybe he was. Anyone would be happy to walk away from the threat of imminent death to a life of cosy indolence, and she’d been a fool to believe for an instant that he might have any answers to offer her. There was no sense in dwelling on what might have followed if King Tharen had survived to greet them upon their return, rather than leaving his well-meaning but clueless son to pick up the pieces after his death.

      “You will have a home in the barracks until everything is settled,” he added. “Ask Commander Sranak for the details. Thank you for your service to the nation, Captain Yala.”

      Custom told her to bow and leave, but instead, she found her mouth moving of its own accord. “Your Majesty, did your father ask you to do this?”

      She heard a sharp intake of breath from the commander behind her, but she could hardly believe he’d stripped away the livelihoods of a hundred loyal fliers when his father’s pyre had scarcely burned to embers. Even if he thought the flight division was too costly to manage—and she had to admit, she’d often wondered where the money to feed and raise the menagerie of war drakes came from—Rafragoria’s remote islands were reachable only by sea or sky, and Laria’s military had no naval faction. Prince Daliel had effectively ended three decades of war in an instant … assuming Rafragoria didn’t decide to continue to wage a one-sided conflict. What in the gods’ names is he thinking?

      “My father never expected me to take over from him so young, so he gave me no such requests,” Prince Daliel answered. “That said, there will be no more war.”

      “What if Rafragoria threatens us again? They’ve already proven they can’t be trusted to adhere to any reasonable demands.” Such as not assassinating our monarch while our backs are turned.

      Commander Sranak cleared his throat. Loudly.

      The king’s brow wrinkled, but his youthful face showed more sadness than anger at her outburst. “The Rafragorian assassins’ actions were reprehensible, but my father was a combatant, and he knew the risks of actively participating in the war. In the past, the Rafragorian rulers have always adhered to the accords set out between our nations.”

      Yala’s mouth hung open as her common sense sought to wrangle her tongue under control. Rafragoria hadn’t adhered to the accords, not if they’d been intending to double-cross them on the island as well as murdering King Tharen, but it was hard to prove anything when the only witnesses aside from herself were dead.

      “I … suppose they have, Your Majesty.” She’d likely sundered any chances she might have had of winning the monarch’s favour in future, but this might be their first and last encounter, and in a few short days, she’d be nothing more than a civilian. A well-off one, but not someone with the ear of the king. “Thank you, and my condolences on your loss.”

      She could say no more, not in front of an audience, so she gave an awkward half bow and turned to rejoin her squad.

      Commander Sranak snagged her arm on her way past. “What in the name of the hells was that, Captain Yala? Have you no sense of decorum?”

      “Did you know he intended to remove my entire squad from their positions?” She cast a glance at the lingering soldiers, who comprised most of the flight division. Had the King expected her to tell them all that they were no longer employed by Laria’s military? “The entire flight division, in fact?”

      His mouth sagged open. “As of a few hours ago, yes. I’m sorry for that, but it’s not our place to question His Majesty’s decisions.”

      “It’s done now.” The sound of her cane on the cobbles echoed like a door closing on her heels. Regrets for her own actions were hard to come by when so many others would be affected by the monarch’s choice.

      “What’re you complaining about?” said the commander. “You get to retire early rather than dying in the saddle.”

      Yala supposed he was right, but living was far more complicated than dying. She almost envied Dalem for not having to witness the aftermath. “Do you think Rafragoria is likely to threaten us again?”

      The commander blinked, his moustache twitching. “How in hells should I know?”

      “You know more than I do.” Frustration burned beneath her skin like an itch. “They killed King Tharen. Is there nobody else who wants, I don’t know, justice?”

      “Justice is reserved for the gods alone.”

      She flinched, gripping her cane to cover up her reaction. She had no argument to the notion that justice was the domain of the gods, and nobody ever said the gods were fair.

      Dalem was dead, King Tharen was dead, and the rest of her squad had money enough to retire for the rest of their lives. If that was the will of the gods, the messages were decidedly mixed. Yet it wasn’t they whose eyes watched her back, but the white-robed figure who’d watched her from the king’s side. Calculating, silent, but taking note of every word she said. As if to ensure she didn’t overstep the mark.

      His last words to her rang in the back of her mind. Leave at once, before Dalathik’s righteous flames claim your lying tongue.

      She’d spoken no lies, but even Prince Daliel would have no reason to believe her.

      Maybe she shouldn’t be concerned. The future king seemed decent enough, and while his kindness might simply be a mask, she’d never get close enough to see beneath it. He didn’t want soldiers at his side, but scholars and priests. Maybe that was recipe enough for a changed nation, but Yala wasn’t optimistic enough to believe Laria’s militaristic history would be so easily buried.

      “Yala?” Vanat called to her, drawing her eyes back to her squad. “What is it?”

      She drew in a breath and spoke. “I have good news and bad news. For all of us.”
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      Blood sprayed across the wall of the cabin. Yala yanked her dagger out of the insect she’d impaled, rubbing the welt on her shoulder with her free hand. She’d heard the bloodfly’s strident whine in the background but hadn’t expected the bulbous insect would have the audacity to slip through the nets covering the windows and take a bite out of her while she’d been dozing in her hammock.

      “Rather you than me,” she said, tossing the dagger back into its corner. At one time she would have reprimanded any member of her squad who treated their weaponry with such callousness, but those days were long gone.

      Look at the state of me, talking to fucking wildlife. She’d been on her own for too long, that was the problem. Limping back to the hammock, she settled into the fraying fabric and let its gentle rocking carry her into a doze.

      Not for long. A scraping noise sounded against the side of her wooden cabin, and she lifted her head. Her home was deeply enmeshed in the trees, an intentional choice on her part, but every so often a well-meaning local dropped by to offer her a basket of freshly picked sunfruit or baked bread. The scraping noise didn’t sound as if it belonged to a human, though, and it was too loud to be one of the mischievous kekins that occasionally snuck into her cabin and wreaked havoc when her back was turned.

      When a low growl followed, Yala swung her legs over the edge of the hammock, her heart racing. That’s no kekin. Nor a bird, either.

      Her bare feet touched the wooden floor, prompting a familiar ache in her leg. The old wound liked to remind her of its presence every so often, though nothing remained but a curved scar a shade lighter than her brown skin. Wishing she hadn’t tossed her dagger aside, she reached for the whittled cane she kept beside her hammock.

      Keeping one eye on the window—or hole, as Vanat would have called it, though she’d argue that the lack of glass was an aesthetic choice—she edged towards the corner where she’d thrown her dagger and retrieved the weapon. Then, Yala yanked back the misshapen piece of fabric masquerading as a curtain and found a giant eye staring back at her.

      With an oath, she recoiled. A war drake? What in the hells is it doing this deep in the jungle?

      At one time, the sight of a large reptilian beast had been as familiar as her own squad, as had the mixture of anticipation and nerves that preceded a flight. Her mind brimmed with memories of sitting on a similar beast’s back and soaring above the waves, the wind in her hair and a squad to protect with her life.

      Now, her squad had scattered, and the war drakes returned to the wild from which they came. This was no trained steed but a mere animal, and from the way its nostrils contracted below its pitch-dark eyes, it smelled prey.

      In one swipe of a curved claw, the wild drake ripped the curtain aside, exposing the inside of her cabin. Yala backed out of range of its curved claws and sharp teeth and tongue, gripping a dagger that seemed laughably inadequate, but she hadn’t brought any larger weapons with her when she’d left the capital. The walk had been arduous enough without the added weight of spears or swords, and she’d never been much of an archer.

      The war drake pawed at the inside of the room, snagging her hammock, and yanking it to the ground. The blade-like claws missed her retreating form by a finger span, and she held her breath, weighing the odds of dealing a killing blow before its claws ripped out her throat. Not high, she had to admit. The beast could smell that she was just out of reach, judging by the guttural noises that escaped its throat, but sooner or later its claws would snag on her bad leg and reel her to her death.

      Yala backed into the furthest corner of the cabin, uttering a silent reprimand towards her past self for her indifference towards security. Nobody ever came out here, and the room was the perfect size for one person who didn’t want to limp too far to reach anything—but now, her only means of escape was through the jungle. Despite the thick trees impeding the beast’s motions, the chances of evading its sharp claws were stacked against her.

      Wood cracked and splintered as the war drake’s clawed foot delved further into the room. Yala threw herself flat to avoid being impaled, a motion that drew a protesting ache from her leg. Gripping the dagger, she drove the point of the blade upward and into the joint between two of the beast’s clawed toes.

      A snarl escaped the war drake, but to a beast of that size, such a wound was little more than the prick of a needle. Yanking the dagger out, she bit back a gasp when the heel of the war drake’s foot struck her chin. Stars winked before her eyes like a fireworks display, and hot blood trickled down her chin. Staggering to her feet, she gripped the wall with one hand as she made her way around the beast’s flailing foot.

      The scraping noises around the window grew louder as the beast shoved more of its huge body inside the cabin. The wood was sturdy enough, but it would eventually give under the creature’s weight; she’d once seen a rampaging war drake tear its way through a wooden fence when it had escaped its paddock. Such incidents were rare, but it wasn’t unheard of for one to escape into the countryside, indiscriminately slaughtering livestock and humans alike.

      On the other hand, they didn’t generally wander into the jungle, and she’d moved as far as possible from the paddocks in which the military’s war drakes had once been kept. The beast couldn’t possibly know a former rider lived inside the cabin, but Yala had to admire the irony in meeting her end at the sharp claws of one of the beasts that had once been at the centre of her world.

      Holding herself flat against the wall, Yala edged towards the wooden door and leaned against the handle until it gave way, enabling her to step out into the humid heat of the jungle. Hoping the constant sounds of insects buzzing and birds’ cries in the treetops obscured her clumsy feet, she backed out of the cabin’s shadow.

      Yala could imagine how her squad members would react to her standing within reach of an enraged war drake without any means of defending herself, but despite it all, a curious part of her wanted to see if it had ever worn a heavy iron chain around its neck. War drakes weren’t loyal to a single rider—or anyone for that matter—but years of training left a mark that was not so easily forgotten.

      She couldn’t tell if this one was old enough to have flown in the war; its wings were bunched behind its back, its rear claws digging into the undergrowth while its front claws ripped their way into the cabin like a child opening a gift. The reptile might never have been one of hers, yet she didn’t want to slay the beast if she could help it. It was only obeying its instincts, and after the king had dismantled the flight division, the war drakes might have found themselves as confused as she and her squad had been. They’d originally been from the vast plains and mountains of the northern continent, some five hundred years or more back, and the modern world contained few habitats suitable for beasts bred in captivity for war.

      Even the wilder jungle in Laria’s south could little accommodate their large wingspans and huge feet. Low-hanging branches scraped against the drake’s sloping, horned head as a growl slipped between its sharp teeth. Its pitted eyes were fixed on the cabin, but she knew that if she fled, its sharp ears would hear her uneven steps wading through the thick undergrowth. The ground in front of her cabin was flatter, softer, and enabled her to tread silently until she stood in the beast’s immediate shadow.

      Given its hunched position, she didn’t need a stirrup to mount the beast, and if she sat on its back, it would be less likely to take off one of her limbs. Her leg would be an impediment, but the motions were drilled into her bones. She moved carefully, the cool mud sucking at her feet and a thin sheen of sweat gathering beneath the curls on the back of her neck.

      As the beast shifted, one of its wings opened a little and forced her to come to a sudden halt. The war drake’s sharp ears picked up on the sound, and its head swung to the side, pinning her to the spot.

      Heart in her throat, she met its eyes as a rider would have. “I’m not your prey. This is my home, and I’d appreciate it if you left me in peace.”

      The drake couldn’t understand her, of course, but the sight of the deep scars on either side of its neck—the marks of the chain it had once worn—sent a thrill through her. It had been trained by a handler, and despite the years that had elapsed, it would still recognise certain commands.

      “Stay,” she warned, suffusing her voice with the steely calm she’d employed as a rider. “Stay.”

      Yanking its claws free from the cabin, the beast roared. Or maybe not. Yala threw herself to the ground and rolled under its scaled body, then crawled into the thicker undergrowth on the cabin’s other side. She’d dropped her cane, but when she groped around in the bushes, she found a loose stone instead, which she palmed. When the beast began sniffing at the undergrowth in search of its escaped prey, she took aim and tossed the stone at a nearby tree.

      The war drake’s head spun towards the noise, allowing her the chance to crawl into a more dignified position. Her leg protested the abuse, but no sooner had she reached for a low-hanging branch to pull herself to her feet than the beast swung its tail around, shaking the undergrowth and causing her to lose her footing.

      As she landed on her back, a wild impulse drove Yala to reach up and wrap both arms around the beast’s scaly tail, using the momentum to swing both of her legs off the ground.

      Clinging to the war drake’s tail like a sloth to a branch was the sort of reckless manoeuvre that would have earned her a week cleaning out the paddocks as punishment when she’d been a novice, but there was nobody here to shout recriminations or yank the war drake’s chain to stop it from biting off her face. Instead, a sideways clamber brought her into a sitting position upon the beast’s tail.

      The war drake snarled at its unwanted passenger and lashed its tail again, but she held fast, using the swaying motion to claw her way up the ridges lining its spine. In less time than she’d expected, she reached a sitting position with her knees on either side of its thick neck.

      “This familiar to you?” she hissed into its ear. “You’ve had a human on your back before, haven’t you? Many times.”

      Scales scraped against her legs through the thin fabric of her trousers, reminding her that if the beast decided to take her for a flight, she’d suffer a lot of pain. Her old drakeskin trousers were somewhere in the mess the beast had left of her cabin, along with the gloves she’d worn to protect herself from its sharp teeth. A growl rippled through her mount’s heavy body, and it beat its wings as if to dislodge her.

      Perhaps she’d put too much stock in its instincts submitting to the memory of its former handlers, but she had one last trick up her sleeve. Leaning forward, Yala pressed the point of the dagger to the vulnerable skin of the underside of its neck.

      “Feel that?” she whispered in its ear. “It’s not easy to kill one of you on the battlefield, but everyone who’s ever fought in the flight division knows your weak spots.”

      Unlike a war drake equipped for battle, this one wore no armoured plates. If she stabbed it in the neck, it would bleed out … eventually. Whether it’d perish before it ripped out her throat was debatable, but while the beast didn’t understand human speech, the sharp point of the dagger against its neck spoke for itself.

      “Keep still,” she crooned in its ear, affecting the tone she’d used when breaking in a new mount. “Hold.”

      The beast shifted, its wings bunching behind its back as it sat to attention. A rush of triumph seized her, vanishing an instant later. She might sit on the back of a war drake as if nothing had changed, but she was older and achier, and the beast had ruined her fucking house.

      “We’re the same, really,” she said to the war drake. “Sorry to say that I don’t have any of that fancy spiced meat Commander Sranak used to feed you. I won’t let you feed on the nice humans who live near me, so you’ll have to go and find prey somewhere else.”

      The war drake’s body vibrated with a growl, but it didn’t move. Someone trained it well. She tentatively squeezed her legs around its neck but didn’t give the command to fly. As much as she’d missed the sensation of soaring over the open sea, it wasn’t worth risking a grim fall to her death for the sake of a cheap thrill.

      The beast growled, wings bunching as if to take off despite her unvoiced command. Inspiration struck, and she hastily swung her good leg over its side before giving the order. “Fly.”

      As Yala slid to the ground, she tried to angle herself so that her good leg took her weight. The impact jarred her wound regardless, but the war drake ignored her muffled oath and launched into flight.

      Branches tangled in its wings as the war drake crashed through the canopy, leaving a trail of broken trees in its wake. The air currents stirred up by its flight broke through the humid heat of the jungle like sun through clouds, bringing the bittersweet memory of Yala’s first time watching a war drake in flight. She’d been unpacking her meagre belongings in the barracks on the day of her arrival when she’d heard the cry and stuck her head out of the window in time to catch the gust of wind rippling from the practise field. She’d laughed in delighted surprise as the cool air whipped her hair back, the majestic sight of the winged beast carrying its rider captivating her attention.

      Even subsequent less-than-pleasant experiences of watching riders lose limbs to sharp claws or fall to their deaths hadn’t erased the simple thrill of the moment, which in hindsight, ought to have been a sign of her fate. Those who gladly walked in the jaws of death had no place in the current state of Laria.

      Yala returned to her cabin and swore at the mess the drake had left behind. The simple task of finishing her nap would be impossible until she disentangled what was left of her hammock from beneath her upended belongings.

      Retirement, she reflected, was not as sublime as she’d been led to believe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelan followed the mercenaries downriver, heading deep into the heart of Laria’s southern jungle. Their dug-out canoe served its purpose, but their progress was slow enough that he could have gone back and forth from their destination several times in the time it took them to round a single curve of the river. Then again, since he had the ability to fly, that was hardly a fair comparison to make, and he had little doubt that they’d appreciate his help with the journey.

      One of the mercenaries jerked upright when he spotted Kelan, his eyes widening at the sight of the strange, cloaked intruder hovering a foot above the riverbank. Kelan flashed their group a reassuring smile before taking a gliding step towards their canoe, his feet hovering slightly above its wooden edge to avoid tipping it sideways. Three men occupied the cramped space, clothed in dirt-stained gear and laden with battered oars.

      “Greetings,” he said. “Are you by any chance on the tail of a certain bounty?”

      “Who are you?” A large man with a straggly beard half-heartedly drew a knife from his belt, though he must know he hadn’t a hope of skewering someone out of reach without upending the canoe. “You’re one of those … Disciples.”

      “Whatever gave me away?” Kelan took another step across the air so that he stood directly above the helm of their canoe. “I’m Kelan of Skytower, and I’m following a rumour of a large reward on offer for the life of a particular individual.”

      In truth, he’d eavesdropped on them for the past ten minutes, so he already knew their purpose in heading south. What he didn’t know was precisely why this woman was worth so much money, or how they expected to find someone who didn’t seem to have a fixed address.

      “Looking for a share, are you?” growled the man. “I thought your people had enough money.”

      “Not at all,” he answered. “We need to make a living the same as the rest of you, though we have certain advantages at our disposal. Take this, for instance.”

      The mercenaries gripped the sides of the canoe as he conjured a faint breeze that steered their vessel around the riverbend without anyone having to lift an oar.

      “What d’you want, then?” asked the bearded man. “You help us steer, we give you a cut of the bounty?”

      “Good, we understand one another,” said Kelan. “You’ll have an easier time finding your target with the aid of a navigator. I can scout ahead, though ideally, I need to know some landmarks.”

      “There aren’t any,” grunted the man at the back. “This woman—soldier, they said—lives in isolation in the jungle.”

      “Interesting.” He’d heard the same rumour, but he’d found it a little hard to believe she was alone. “There must be a settlement within reach of her home. Even the Disciples of Life live in enclaves.”

      Not that a group of mercenaries would know much of the Disciples of Life, and in truth, neither did his own people. Each branch of Disciple was mostly estranged from the others, with the result that he’d needed to get a little more creative than he’d initially anticipated to find a lead that might help him with the task Superior Sietra had given to him.

      “If there’s a settlement, I can find it,” Kelan added, when the mercenaries made no reply. “I have a question to ask of you, though, before we leave.”

      “Yes?” asked the man at the back, whose dark brows twitched with distrust. A fair reaction, not unwarranted; Kelan intended to betray them, after all. “What question?”

      “What kind of abilities does this woman have?”

      He spoke in casual tones to hide his curiosity. He might not have been able to make any headway in the capital, but a rumour of a person with magical abilities who didn’t belong to a Temple of one of the five gods—Flame, Sky, Earth, Life, and Sea—was worth a second look. At this point, such rumours were all he had to go on.

      The mercenary hunched at the back answered in a low voice. “They say she rips out the hearts of men and devours them.”

      Kelan stared for a moment, fighting the urge to burst into laughter. “Ah—I assume you’ve taken precautions?”

      “It’s not funny,” growled the mercenary.

      “Absolutely not.” He hid another laugh with a cough behind his hand. “Interesting. I’m intrigued to meet her.”

      “Not just you,” said the bearded man. “We’re sharing the prize.”

      “We certainly are.” He lifted a hand, conjuring up a breeze to steer their canoe around another bend. “I think we need to get a move on, don’t you?”
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      It took Yala the rest of the day to clear the debris from outside her cabin. There was nothing to be done for the claw marks, but she decided that the deep gouges in the wooden exterior added character and might deter any locals from bothering her in future. The annoyance of trekking an hour back and forth for supplies was a small price to pay for privacy, and until now, the only predators she’d encountered had been the insects that so desired the taste of her blood. It wasn’t unheard of for raptors or wyverns to wander the forest in search of prey, but not war drakes.

      Given the flight division’s demise, the beast couldn’t possibly be an escapee from a military operation. Even in her remote location, word would have reached her if the king had reversed the decision he’d made in his youth, and he hadn’t reneged on any of his other promises thus far. There had been no more wars between Laria and her neighbours in the half decade or more that had elapsed since her encounter with the king at his father’s funeral.

      Yala picked up the frayed fabric that had once been a hammock and set about fixing it back into place. The one thing that could be said for her accommodations was that returning the cabin to its previous state was a relatively straightforward job; it contained no other furniture, and most of her belongings were stored in cloth sacks. After spending her entire adult life sleeping in dormitories with scarcely a handspan between each sleeping mat and sharing a single bathhouse, having an entire room to herself seemed an extravagance. The need to walk out into the forest to take a piss and occasionally waking to wild kekins rifling through her bags were minor inconveniences.

      If the war drake came back, though, she ought to take some precautions. Leaving the hammock, Yala tracked down the sack that contained her old army gear and pulled out the finely made drakeskin trousers she’d once worn as a rider. Matching gloves would shield her hands from its teeth, but the rest of her body would remain vulnerable. She might be experienced at handling war drakes that had already been subdued, but that one had worn no chain, and her gear would be of little use if it marked her as prey again.

      She tossed the gloves aside, irritated with herself for entertaining the idea that picking up her uniform would do anything to improve her situation, and the faint sound of movement drew her attention to the gaping hole that had once been a window. Is the war drake back? No, it would have made more noise, but the sense of being watched stole upon her like the subtle scent of decay.

      Grabbing her discarded dagger, Yala moved to the window—and for the second time that day, she found a pair of eyes staring back at her. Human, this time, but her instincts had already kicked in. As she drove the dagger towards the intruder, the short young woman sprang backwards with a cry of alarm, the point missing its target by a finger span as she raised her hands palm-up to indicate she was unarmed.

      Yala, who’d barely stilled the dagger before it reached its mark, caught her balance against the side of the window with her free hand. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Niema.” To Yala’s utter astonishment, the woman bowed at the waist, as if she were a noble or a high-ranking officer. “You’re Captain Yala, right? I’m sorry I startled you.”

      Yala let out a disbelieving huff. “Haven’t been called ‘captain’ in a while, but yes, I am. Why are you here?”

      The woman was dressed oddly, wearing nothing but a misshapen tunic that hung off her small frame, but her brown skin and curly dark hair were unmistakeably Larian. “I met a friend of yours,” she answered. “On the road.”

      “Vanat sent you.” Yala lowered the dagger. That’s how she knows my name.

      Of all her former team members, it couldn’t have been anyone else. The last she’d seen, Vanat had been living in Setemar—a few days’ walk from her location but considerably closer than the capital. Niema, however, didn’t look as if she came from the city. Her odd tunic-like garment was not made from fabric but from countless stems woven together. Her shoes, too, looked to be made of threaded reeds—practical enough for the jungle, but five minutes on the rough cobbles of the capital, and they would fall apart.

      Niema inclined her head. “He said you lived somewhere out in the jungle, and I questioned some locals until I found your cabin.”

      “If he wanted to convince me to return to the city, why didn’t he come in person?”

      Given the war drake, it might be for the best that he hadn’t, but sending a stranger on his behalf didn’t sound like Vanat.

      “It’ll be easier if you talk to him yourself,” said Niema. “He’s staying in Setemar, he told me.”

      “That’s not where you came from.” A nagging sense of familiarity surrounded the woman despite Yala’s certainty that she’d never seen her before, and it didn’t escape her attention that Niema was surveying her with equal curiosity. Her scars often attracted attention; while her leg was covered, a thinner scar bisected her right cheek, and no doubt she still had dried blood on her chin from the war drake’s attack earlier. Niema’s face was blemish-free … save for a faint birthmark on her neck, forming the outline of a leaf. Not a birthmark, in fact, but a tattoo. Recognition hit her. “You’re a Disciple of Life.”

      “I am,” she confirmed. “And you’re Yala Palathar.”

      A Disciple? Didn’t the Disciples of Life live in enclaves deep within the forest, without any contact with the outside world? Why had Vanat sent one of them to find her? “I’m sorry, why are you here?”

      “I’ve come to warn you, Yala.” She drew in a breath. “It’s my belief that you are in danger.”

      “Danger.” The woman’s matter-of-fact sincerity left Yala utterly nonplussed. “If you’re here to warn me that a wild drake is going to disturb my nap, you’re several hours too late. Otherwise, please enlighten me.”

      She’d never heard of the Disciples of Life delivering warnings, though she’d be the first to admit her knowledge was as patchy as a worn coat. Dalem, the only member of their squad who’d received a formal temple education, had said the Disciples of Life were surpassed in elusiveness only by the Disciples of the Sea; they lived in small enclaves scattered throughout Laria’s southern jungles and rarely took in outsiders. No doubt their inhospitable location was partially responsible.

      Niema chewed on her lower lip as though considering how to respond. “It’s difficult to explain. I don’t know how much you know of the Disciples of Life⁠—”

      “A little.” Frankly, she’d have preferred to keep it that way. “I wasn’t aware you could see into the future.”

      “We can’t,” she said. “However, we occasionally receive insight from the god of life Herself, and this time, Yalet saw fit to bless our enclave with a shared vision warning of grave danger. When we spoke to the other enclaves, they had received the same message.”

      “A vision warning of … what danger, precisely?” What in the gods’ names did this have to do with her? Yala had never had anything to do with the Disciples before the mission that had ended her career, let alone after. Unless… “Another war? Is Rafragoria planning to take advantage of our weakness?”

      “I cannot share the details,” Niema said. “The words of Yalet are for Her Disciples alone. However, I will say that you have a part to play in this.”

      “Me?” Were all the Disciples of Life so damned cryptic? No wonder the other Disciples avoided having anything to do with them. Ominous warnings of danger did not make for pleasant dinner conversation. “Why me? I’m not part of your, ah, enclave. Also, I’m retired.”

      If this hypothetical danger did involve Rafragoria, it made sense for His Majesty to put out a plea for former soldiers to return to the city, but Niema might have recommended any other flight squad leaders who didn’t have an injured leg or a comfortable home to retire to. Recent incursion aside, her life in the jungle had been perfectly adequate. Unless the king didn’t know the war was going to take place yet, of course, but why would Niema warn her first and not the monarch?

      “My enclave leader, Superior Kralia, sent me to deliver the message,” Niema said. “If you wish to reunite with your friend, I’ll gladly accompany you on the road.”

      “You … no.” Yala needed to slam the door on the young woman’s assumptions before she found herself bound to a promise she’d never made. “I’m not leaving my home. Sorry to disappoint you—and Vanat, too, wherever he is—but I have no intention of going anywhere.”

      Hurt flickered in Niema’s eyes. How old was she? Everyone under twenty-five looked like a child to Yala, which left her with no frame of reference, but if Niema had little experience with the outside world, no wonder Yala’s scars and hostility hadn’t drawn any curious questions.

      “I see.” Niema took in a steadying breath. “I will be waiting in the village if you change your mind.”

      “I won’t.” If Niema wanted to waste her time, though, she was welcome to. “Please don’t disturb me again. I gave my answer.”

      Yala turned her back and returned to picking up the pieces of her life that the war drake had callously tossed in all directions. Despite her professions to the contrary, she’d intended to prepare for the possibility of the war drake’s return, so she picked up the drakeskin gloves and trousers and added them to a pile of essentials to take with her should she need to flee.

      Inside this single room was everything she owned, or everything she’d taken with her when she’d left the capital. She’d handed her uniform and weapons back to the commander, aside from her drakeskin clothing—with the demise of the flight division, it wasn’t as if the army would need them—and had deposited most of her money at a bank in Dalathar. She was frugal enough to know she wouldn’t need most of it to maintain a simple existence, but she’d kept a bag of coins underneath a loose plank of wood in the corner.

      She lifted the plank, revealing the small hollow beneath the floorboard to reveal both the coins and a curved claw that most people would believe had belonged to a wild drake—a long dead one. Her own blood encrusted its sharp edge, which matched the scar on her leg where it had pierced her skin. She didn’t know why she’d kept it. The same reason she’d kept the drakeskin gloves, perhaps. An unwillingness to let go. When she fingered the claw’s edge, a faint chill touched her shoulder, and the merest scent of decay tingled her nostrils. Shuddering, she returned the claw to the bag and raised her head to the window, hoping Niema hadn’t seen. Thankfully, the other woman appeared to have taken Yala’s words to heart and left.

      Good. Vanat needed to accept that she’d sooner cut off her other leg than leave the jungle, and that it had nothing to do with regrets over their brief span as lovers. Yes, that had been a mistake on her part; she remembered those days with bittersweet fondness but had no desire to rekindle their relationship. It had been easier when they’d been squad leader and subordinate, but upon shedding those roles, she’d had a moment of weakness and pushed him to acknowledge the feelings he’d nurtured for years without acting upon.

      The army didn’t have rules against romantic entanglements between soldiers, but she’d made a point of staying out of her squad members’ romantic lives. When she’d become aware of Vanat’s admiration for her, she’d encouraged him to pursue other lovers instead, though she’d rarely done the same. She’d never been jealous, exactly, though she’d sometimes wished she had the same ability to easily slip into a new relationship as if trying out a new pair of gloves. For Yala, the trust had to already be there for her for her to feel comfortable, and while that had been the case with Vanat, the rift between past and present had been too vast.

      How morose I am, she thought as she fixed the hammock back into place. How long had it been since the war? She’d stopped counting at five years, but it might be six or seven by now. What had she made of her life, really? Would following a vague warning from a stranger be worse than staying put and waiting for the next predator to visit her cabin to eat her?

      She tried to imagine what the others would say instead. The last she’d seen of Saren, he’d been on a determined drunken expedition through every pleasure house in the capital, emerging at dawn each morning with someone new on his arm, be it a handsome dockworker or a lithe-bodied dancer. Machit, meanwhile, had married a noblewoman, of all people. Yala doubted their marriage would last, but he at least had had a sense of purpose. So did Viam; in fact, she’d put her funds from the army into her education at the University. Last she’d heard, Temik had been considering doing the same. She couldn’t imagine him in a dusty study room, poring over old texts, but she’d never have imagined herself spending her days in a cabin in the rainforest and not in the sky. Life had a way of surprising you.

      With her job done, Yala fell into the hammock, and dreamed of flight.
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      Sunlight jabbed Yala’s eyes, prompting them to open. She lifted her head and groaned when she saw that the curtain that she’d hung had fallen into the room during the night, leaving a gaping hole open to the jungle. The hammock swung as she sat upright, her head fuzzy with sleep, and she watched the curtain flutter with a vague sense that something wasn’t right. Silence clothed the forest; the usual howls of kekins and shrieks of birds had been absent since the war drake’s incursion, but the beast wasn’t outside her home. Was Niema? She certainly felt as if unseen eyes stared at her.

      Yala’s tiredness fled when a breeze caressed her sweat-dampened skin. The cool rush of air was as alien to the jungle’s suffocating heat as a snowstorm; generally, the only reprieve from the humid dampness was to jump into a river. What was the source, another winged predator?

      Yala climbed out of the hammock and snatched her dagger before heading for the window, peering out into the mass of crumpled undergrowth the beast had left in its wake. The breeze had ceased, but her instincts told her she wasn’t alone.

      “Who’s there?” she called. “Show yourself.”

      A gust of air hit her arm, knocking the dagger spinning from her hand. Yala took a startled step back, scanning the thick greenery in search of her attacker, but the forest remained untouched.

      What in the hells was that?

      Dropping to a half crouch to retrieve her dagger without jarring her injured leg, Yala kept her attention on the window.

      “I’m getting really tired of people disturbing me,” she said. “This is your last warning. Show your face, or I’ll carve it up.”

      A tall man dressed in pale blue robes stepped out from between the trees. “You were hard to track down.”

      His words made little sense to Yala. “Do I know you?”

      Was he a friend of Niema’s? He had the medium-brown skin and curly brown hair of any Larian, but it was the blue robes that prompted a memory. Encountering two Disciples in a single day made it improbable that they didn’t know one another, but the Disciples of the Sky lived in the mountains to the southwest. What was one doing in the jungle?

      “Not yet.” The arrogant tilt to his chin and the knowing glint in his brown eyes indicated he would not so easily be dissuaded as Niema, and Yala’s shoulders tensed when he reached for a thin blade sheathed at his waist. “It would be wise of you to come with me, soldier.”

      “Come with you?” He couldn’t possibly be serious. “Not a chance.”

      The man lifted a hand and sent another current of air to whip at her hair and clothes. She dove to the ground in a lunge that made her leg twinge in annoyance, and her newly repaired hammock was once again torn down. With an oath, she raised the dagger and leapt for the open window, intending to tackle her adversary.

      Instead, she landed clumsily in the mud, the man having effortlessly glided out of her range. She’d known his people could call upon the god of the sky to aid them, but she’d never seen that power for herself. The man moved swiftly, his feet skimming the undergrowth and his sword slicing through vines and branches as she pursued him.

      “What is your problem?” she bit out, her leg giving a painful jolt as she was forced to twist on her heel to keep him within her sight. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “My name is Kelan.” He gestured with his free hand and a current of air wrapped around her ankle like an invisible hand, tripping her. In another blink, he was in front of her, and she caught the edge of his blade against her dagger. Metal rang against metal, and her leg throbbed a warning. Gods, she was out of practise. She hadn’t had a sparring partner in years. “If you don’t want to meet my companions, I’d suggest you put your weapon away and follow me.”

      Yala’s hand didn’t so much as twitch. “I’ll put my weapon away when you’re dead.”

      “Fair enough.” His next swipe aimed at her good leg, skimming the fabric of her trousers, and she felt the first stirrings of panic. He’d taken note of her limp. That wasn’t good. If he took out her uninjured leg, she’d be dead before she could draw another breath.

      She had to finish him off first.

      When the air buffeted her face again, she intentionally fell backwards and let the undergrowth break her fall. Lifting her blade, she stabbed upward, and the point sank into his upper thigh. As he stumbled, she grabbed Kelan around the ankles and brought him crashing into the undergrowth on his back.

      “Ouch.” He touched a hand to the bloody gouge in his thigh. “That stings.”

      “Good.” She aimed for his neck next, but he lifted his bloodstained hand and sent a torrent of air towards her. The attack hit her in the chest, knocking the breath from her.

      Yala flew backwards, tossed like a child’s toy, and landed on her back in a mat of greenery. Numbly, she lifted her head and saw a lithe female figure hurrying uphill. Niema. Good. They’re welcome to finish one another off.

      Yala pushed upright, the undergrowth tangling around her legs. It took several breathless minutes for her to free herself, and when she next looked up, Niema was peering down at her. “Good, you’re all right.”

      “Where’s that man? Dead?”

      “He ran,” she said. “He was bleeding. You stabbed him?”

      “Yes…” Yala trailed off. “Was he following you? Was he the ‘danger’ you warned me about?”

      “I have never seen him in my life.” Niema sounded a little insulted. “He didn’t follow me.”

      Yala frowned. “Why would a Disciple of the Sky come here?”

      “That … I don’t know.” Niema’s voice faltered. “I’ve never met one either.”

      “Wonderful.” She might have spoken harsher words, but she swallowed them; despite her misguidedness, Niema had helped to drive the stranger away. Pity they hadn’t learned anything except his name. Kelan.

      Didn’t most Disciples look unfavourably on anyone who used their gods-given gifts to hurt others? Yes, the Disciples of the Flame held no such rules, and for all she knew, those of the Sky were the same, but he couldn’t possibly be a Rafragorian out for revenge on her for the number of his kinsmen she’d killed during the wars. A treaty signed some centuries prior had forbidden Disciples from getting involved in warfare, and that was before Laria had had a new monarch who’d sworn off warfare of any kind. Granted, Rafragoria had proven they held a flexible approach to peace treaties, but why would they hunt down her and not one of the people who’d given the orders?

      No, the truth most likely lay with the Disciples themselves. Yala cast a glare at Niema, wondering what level of pressure would coax her to spill the details of whatever vision had led her here. Knowing her luck, Niema’s promise of secrecy would bind her tongue even at knifepoint, and killing a Disciple of the god of life struck her as a spectacular way to meet a painful end. Yala refused to die at the hands of a god, and she gained no pleasure from unnecessary murder either.

      Niema flinched. “Captain Yala⁠—”

      “Please don’t call me that.” Her rage abated, leaving only weary scorn, mostly towards herself for being fool enough to think true retirement had ever been an option. “That man said he wasn’t alone. You should go.”

      Yala trudged uphill towards her cabin again without another glance behind her. Niema might mean well, but she was as much a source of trouble as every Disciple she’d met.

      The Disciples of the Sky, though … now Yala thought back to her conversations with Dalem, he’d mentioned that the Disciples of the Sky often took on freelance work. Had someone hired the man to kill her? Speculating on her own would do no good, she knew, but she had years of practise ruminating on unanswered questions and had never quite dropped the habit. Like running her tongue over a loose tooth, she couldn’t seem to help herself.

      As she approached the cabin, the sound of rustling footsteps made her ears prick. Cursing herself for not retrieving her weapon on the way back, she spun on her heel and saw several figures among the trees.

      “Yes?” she said. “Are you going to tell me what you want with me?”

      In answer, a tornado hit her house.
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      For the third time in less than a day, Yala flew backwards, pushed by the force of the torrent of air. Around her, trees creaked and swayed, branches tearing free, and she tumbled head over heels until her back slammed into the undergrowth. Above, branches revealed jagged shards of blue sky with scarce a cloud to be seen. There were worse places to die, but Yala had far too many questions to resign herself to her fate.

      Yala lifted her head a fraction, gauging where she’d landed. The blast had sent her flying away from her cabin, which had the presumably unintentional effect of knocking her out of the other assassins’ line of sight. She counted three, none of whom wore the robes of a Disciple like their companion did. Evidently, Niema had picked up a few more followers on the road, and while Yala saw no signs of her nor the Disciple of the Sky who’d so rudely flung her aside, she knew the jungle better than the average person. Unlike those three men, whose rough clothing suggested they were mercenary swords-for-hire who’d have no way of distinguishing between the regular noises of the wildlife and the sound of a human sneaking up on them.

      Crouched low, Yala began to ascend the hill. She’d dropped her weapon at some point, but the would-be assassins were oblivious to her, and the nearest had a nicely sharp-looking knife sheathed at his ankle.

      Yala crept through the undergrowth, using the carnage the rampaging war drake had left in its wake to conceal her approach. When she came within reach of the man’s ankle, she gripped the knife hilt and gave a firm tug, freeing the weapon and causing the man to stumble.

      “Hey—!” He cut off in a gurgle as she drove the blade into his spine. He collapsed with a muffled noise that drew the attention of another assassin.

      Yala yanked the knife free and kicked the man’s body aside, moving towards the second assailant. This one held a longer weapon, but these men were slow and clumsy compared to the Disciple’s effortless control over the elements. He swiped at her, missed, and she tackled him around the ankles, bringing him down into the mud with her. When he tried to rise, her feet tangled in his, and she brought the knife up between them.

      “Tell me,” she growled in his ear. “Who sent you here?”

      He didn’t answer. She’d moved her knife too fast, and it impaled his chest, blood bubbling from his lips. Yala pushed herself off him and yanked the blade out, counting the bodies. Two … there’d been at least one more, she was sure. Not to mention that Disciple of the Sky. Her leg twinged its displeasure at her rough treatment, but she had no time to assess her own injuries when her most dangerous assailant was still alive.

      He’d also made a spectacular mess of her house. Yala approached her cabin, cursing under her breath. A torrent of air had ripped the roof clean off. How in hells was she supposed to fix the damage?

      As she approached a tangle of beams, she tripped over a body. Not one of the people she’d killed, since he was in the wrong place—and was that his own blade sticking out of his chest?

      Stiffening, Yala caught sight of the blue-robed Disciple from before, hovering a short distance from the body. Had he killed the man? He’d tied a bandage around the leg she’d stabbed, but it didn’t seem to have slowed him down.

      Kelan saw her watching and tilted his head, as if inviting her to come closer. Did he think her foolish enough to walk into range of his blade after the last time?

      “What is it?” she called to him. “Aren’t you going to bother to walk over to me and finish me off?”

      “I hoped you’d come to me yourself.”

      He’s playing games with me again. “No thanks. Either tell me why you want me dead or get it over with.”

      “I’m not going to kill you.” The man moved closer, holding his hands palm-up to indicate that the thin blade he carried was sheathed at his waist. His robe and trousers were too warm for the climate but didn’t impede him in any way; in fact, he seemed to hover above the ground as if the undergrowth wasn’t present at all.

      “You tried to stab me earlier.”

      “You did stab me.” He indicated his leg, where the blood had already dried against the bandage. She hadn’t hit a major artery. More’s the pity. “I wasn’t aiming to kill. Unlike those mercenaries. Personally, I think four against one is hardly a fair match.”

      “Weren’t you with them?”

      “No, I followed them.” He moved a little closer, and Yala raised her borrowed weapon. “I was under the impression you were worth more alive than dead, but they didn’t appear to be the sharpest of knives.”

      “Who exactly put a price on my head?” It must be a hefty one for mercenaries to have come all the way out here, but how it related to Niema’s warning was less clear.

      “Haven’t a clue,” he said. “Personally, I prefer to know who I’m going to kill before I commit the act.”

      “An assassin with morals. How quaint.” Why was he talking to her at all? “Wait, you don’t know who wants me dead? Aren’t they your employers?”

      “I don’t have an employer,” he said. “I’m merely a curious bystander.”

      “A curious bystander who arrived at the same time as a group of mercenary killers?” She lifted a brow. “And who tore off my roof?”

      “Wait, you live there?” His gaze slid from her to the pile of beams that had once been a roof. “I assumed that was some kind of penal shack for rural prisoners.”

      He thought he was funny, did he? “Curious bystander or not, if you don’t get away from my house, there’ll be one more body for the grubs and bloodflies to feast on.”

      With a shrug, Kelan glided several steps eastward from the sorry ruin of her cabin. “If you don’t want to get eaten by a wild raptor in the night, I suggest you find new accommodations.”

      “If you don’t want a hole in your other leg, I suggest you fuck off.”

      One brow rose to match her own. “There’s no need to be rude.”

      “Trust me, I’m exercising extreme restraint right now.”

      She ought to kill him, but she was far too tired for another fight, especially against someone who could make the wind turn against her. If she had to die, she’d prefer it to be with a little more dignity than at the hands of an assassin who didn’t even go about his job in the right way.

      “Is that so?” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I think you owe me your name at least, before I leave. I gave you mine.”

      He didn’t know her name? “Standards among swords-for-hire must be lower than I thought.”

      “You’d be surprised.” He shifted his feet, and Yala tensed when she spotted the gleam of a blade hidden in his free hand. “I heard
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