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            VOID’S VENGEANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Former captain Yala Palathar is once again in exile, while a tyrant sits upon the throne of Laria. The armies of the dead stalk the lands, while across the country, the orders of Disciples are falling, one by one.

      

        

      
        Amid the chaos, Yala is offered an opportunity to return to the battlefield as a soldier of the highest rank. Accepting might be her only chance to get close to her enemy, but at the cost of being drawn deeper into the god of death’s domain.

      

        

      
        Niema, too, faces a raging battle in her heart, between the promises she swore to the god of life and the knowledge that the god of death has marked her, too.

      

        

      
        As the gods of life and death prepare to wage all-out war, Yala and Niema face choices that will shape the future of the nation and the world at large. Either they will bring an end to a conflict years in the making, or else watch everything they hold dear fall into the ruinous void.
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            THE STORY SO FAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven years ago, Captain Yala led a squad of six fellow soldiers and their armoured war drakes as part of Laria’s army’s flight division 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.

      A few weeks later, Kelan was called back to Skytower and his Superior unexpectedly gave him a mission to go with a team to meet with a team of Rafragorian ambassadors in the hopes of resolving the tensions between the two nations and learning why they left the note. Their mission swiftly went sideways when they discovered the Rafragorian messengers had been murdered and showed signs of Mekan’s touch on their bodies.

      Niema, meanwhile, opted to leave the enclave for the good and returned to the capital, where she was reunited with Yala. She then went to seek out the Disciples of the Flame and discovered that Superior Shralin and the others were concealing the remnants of Mekan’s beasts washing up in the harbour. When Kelan told them of the ambassadors’ deaths, they suspected that similar beasts were responsible and that they were sent by someone who wanted to ignite a war between the two nations. Yala’s theory was that the Successors were involved, if any survived. However, while Kelan was inclined to believe her, his fellow Disciples of the Sky were not, and neither were the Disciples of the Flame.

      Meanwhile, the monarch continued to rebuild the army and Viam found herself growing closer to him while struggling to keep secret her knowledge of the Disciples of the Flame’s role in his father’s death. After helping him escape an assassination attempt from Mekan’s followers, she was surprised when he asked her to help organise a parade as his father once held to reassure the people of the city that he was still strong enough to protect them.

      Kelan and the other Disciples of the Sky returned to Skytower, where their Superior gave them another surprise mission, this time to seek out the Disciples of the Sea, who haven’t been in Laria in decades, in order to find out if they were aware of Mekan’s activity off Laria’s shores.

      Back in the capital, Niema started working as a healer, using her abilities as a Disciple of Life to help the people of the city. But she found her abilities ineffective against a new threat in the form of dying servants of Mekan whose bodies were rotting while they were still alive. Meanwhile the Disciples of the Flame took an interest in her new services, including an unfriendly Disciple called Danir who also appeared interested in Yala.

      While on the way to meet the Disciples of the Sea, Kelan and his companions were unlucky enough to encounter a group of Rafragorian soldiers who believed them to be responsible for their ambassadors’ deaths. They were then saved by some Disciples of the Sea, but they refuse to answer any questions. In the night, they were attacked by a different group of Disciples of the Sea and realised that some of them were working with the enemy. They escaped and immediately went to warn the king.

      Back in the city, Yala and her allies decided to watch the king’s parade in case of another attempt on his life and were able to intercept Mekan’s followers. When Yala tried to question one of them before she died, the assassin claimed to have been sent by the king. This makes little sense to Yala, and when she tried to warn the Disciples of the Flame, Danir drove her away, and she realised that he was friends with Mieren and involved in King Tharen’s death.

      Without knowing any of this, the king decided to reward Yala for saving his life by offering her to restore her former position in the army again. Yala accepted the invitation and used her audience with the king as the chance to reveal to him the truth of his father’s death. He didn’t believe her and ordered his guards to throw her out of the palace, and when they threatened to report her to the Disciples of the Flame, she intentionally got into a fight with them so that she was locked up in the guards’ jail instead. In the jail, she met an imprisoned ally of Mekan’s who claimed that the person giving him the orders was actually the deceased monarch, King Tharen.

      With her allies’ help, Yala escaped death at the hands of the Disciples of the Flame. During her imprisonment, word spread throughout the palace of the accusation she made, which led Viam’s friend Brenat to guess the truth about the Disciples’ role in King Tharen’s death. The king decided to clean up matters by inviting the Disciples directly to the palace to explain themselves, and they gave a confession… but revealed that King Tharen did indeed escape alive.

      In the meantime, Niema received a visit from her Superior, who flew to the city to warn her of the same threat, as she knew of the former king’s survival. She passed on the same message to Kelan, who went to warn his own Superior. Among themselves, they amassed their theories and concluded that the former king had been hiding on the island all along. Yala intended to hunt him down there, but Danit attacked her on the way out of the city and forced her to kill him in self-defence. They then encountered Mekan’s army coming the other way, but heading towards Amanar and not the capital, and also ran into a couple of Disciples of the Sea. This time, the Disciples admitted that the reason they hadn’t been to Laria in so long was because Superior Datriem exiled them alongside the former king, and they also knew of the island’s survival and that the king was hiding there. After some arguing, they agreed to help fight against Mekan.

      Having heard of the upcoming attack, the king sent the newly reestablished flight division to intercept Mekan’s army, but most were barely trained except for Viam and she had to lead the squad as a result. Brenat, having confessed her feelings toward Viam, also volunteered to join the squad. They soon ran into trouble and both were severely injured in the fight but Yala saved them from certain death.

      Kelan, meanwhile, went ahead to Amanar in an attempt to outrun the army, and arrived in time to witness King Tharen return and pretend to banish Mekan’s army. He and his newfound allies then travelled to the capital, with Kelan overtaking them to warn Yala and the others.

      With the army seemingly defeated, Yala and Niema renewed their plan to return to the island and destroy Mekan’s temple before the army could return. However, since they suspected they needed the help of the Disciples of the Flame to help, they had to free the ones from jail who’d tried to kill the former king. Superior Kralia also helped, to their surprise, creating a diversion, and the surviving Disciples of the Sea helped guide them towards the island even when the king’s army’s arrival caused more chaos.

      Yala returned to the island and found the temple was indeed still active and full of the king’s allies. Mekan tried to tempt her to join His side and revealed the next stage of His plan… to create allies by taking living creatures into His realm.

      Niema then helped destroy the temple with the unexpected help of power loaned to her by Superior Kralia. But while the island was gone, they were attacked by Rafragorian soldiers on the way back who revealed that the army the king had sent away was actually sent to attack Rafragoria. They gravely injure Yala and Niema is forced to use her abilities to control them and send them away – violating the law of a Disciple of Life.

      King Tharen returned to the capital to reclaim his throne and Kelan and the others watched as he forced the remaining Disciples of the Flame to surrender and pledge themselves him for the attempt on his life. Realising that he intended to seek out any Disciples of Death, Kelan helped Viam and Saren escape the city and they reunited with Yala and Niema, who’d escaped the sea with Superior Kralia’s help in time to save Yala’s life.

      Their group then escaped to the jungle enclave to recuperate and plan… how to take down King Tharen and Mekan for good.
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      Yala wiped sweat out of her eyes, shielding her face against the glare of the sun. The thin fabric of her tunic clung to her skin, and the humid air was as thick as leftover stew. Silence prevailed save for the squelch of booted feet in undergrowth swollen with rainwater, the scrape of metal chains against bark as the war drakes traipsed behind their weary riders, and the occasional slap as sweat-slick hands found bulbous bloodflies hunting for a feast.

      “I swear,” Machit said, swatting at the air, “if I see another fucking insect⁠—”

      “It means your eyes haven’t been put out by a Rafragorian arrow,” said Vanat. “Be glad of it.”

      Machit grunted at the larger man. “I don’t see any arrows. Don’t see any Rafragorians either.”

      “That’s the intention,” Hothen said with the infinite patience of a squad leader. “They assume we’re approaching by flight. They won’t be looking for us on land.”

      “Some of us joined the flight division to fly, not creep through jungle,” griped Sialen, their scout. “Also, it’s been two days. Maybe they went home.”

      Yala had her doubts. The spear-shaped island lay at the halfway point between Laria’s northern shore and the southern tip of the Rafragorian peninsula, making it a highly contested target, and this was the third mission they’d taken to defend its shores in as many years.

      “Wish I could go home,” Machit said. “I’d settle for the barracks. At least they’re less damp.”

      “Nobody joins the Flight Division to experience the luxurious life of a noble,” Yala pointed out. “If you wanted to sit on your arse in the shade, you should have joined the foot soldiers instead.”

      Not that she blamed her squad-mates for complaining. Even Hothen’s morale was flagging after two days of trekking through the jungle, tipping sand out of their shoes every few hours and tying up their unruly war drakes each sunset with muzzles fastened over their sharp teeth to keep them from eating anyone in the night. The earlier rain had been a reprieve from the heat but had soaked Yala’s already sweat-drenched clothes; their army-issued drakeskin trousers and gloves were designed to blunt most weapons, but they also soaked up sweat and stank to the hells.

      Yala let out a relieved breath when the sunlight brightened, streaming through widening gaps in the tree cover. “We’re near the edge of the jungle.”

      “About time.” Vanat hefted a spear in his hand, the other steering his war drake by the chain. “Is anyone out there?”

      Yala’s war drake growled as they neared the strip of sand at the jungle’s edge, its nostrils flaring. “Yes. Tread carefully.”

      Yala’s blood thrummed in anticipation. Rafragoria might have forged a seafaring force as strong as Laria’s flight division, but the beasts they rode couldn’t survive outside of the water, which would leave them vulnerable as soon as they set foot on land. To retake the island, they were likely to have resorted to all manner of trickery to even the odds of a victory in ground combat.

      While Sialen went to scout ahead, Hothen counted the squad members to ensure nobody had fallen behind. Vanat and Machit crept in behind Yala, while Dalem and Temik brought up the rear of the group, speaking little except to each other. The pair had been the last to join their squad, taking the place of two who’d died on the previous year’s mission. Not an uncommon occurrence; Hothen had lost at least one squad member per year since he’d taken leadership five years prior, one of whom Yala had replaced.

      “There are people on the beach,” Sialen murmured. Ours, I think.”

      “It’s the other squad.” Hothen strode into the lead, leading his war drake by its chain. “What are they doing that close to the sea?”

      Good question. Yala trod through the rain-softened mud, her spine stiffening when her war drake let out an eager growl. The coppery scent of blood reached her nostrils, mingling with the salty tang of the sea. Her gaze followed a trail of crimson droplets to a young woman sprawled on her back, a spear protruding from her throat. Next to her lay a boy of around the same age, a year into conscription at most, flies buzzing around his ruined eye socket.

      “Shit,” she murmured. “They must have been ambushed.”

      Grim silence descended as they picked their way along the jungle’s edge, past the corpse of another soldier; Yala had to yank on her war drake’s chain to prevent its jaws from closing around a severed limb.

      “Where are their war drakes?” Dalem asked in a choked voice.

      “Gone,” answered Temik in tones as blunt as his companion’s had been soft. “Bet they fled when the Rafragorians attacked.”

      None of their team displayed surprise nor anger at the news; everyone knew that the extent of their war drakes’ loyalty began and ended with the chain.

      “Did any of the squad survive?” Yala counted a fourth body to add to the other three, his face torn in two by a spear’s sharp edge, exposing glistening strips of muscle to the punishing sun.

      “That’s their captain,” Hothen said, his voice laced with restrained emotion. “Ralin. He must have tried to defend the others.”

      “Gods.” Yala averted her eyes, a bitter taste in her mouth. “Why did he take them so close to the sea?”

      Machit nudged the bushes with a foot, stirring a half-buried sleeping mat. “They were sleeping. Rafragoria must have crept up on them in the dark.”

      “You’re right.” The night’s storm must have covered the noise of the slaughter on the beach and the war drakes fleeing. Their armoured scales were tougher than their riders’ fragile flesh, but a well-placed arrow or spear could kill one as surely as any soldier, and the Rafragorians had ample practise in shedding Larian blood, human or otherwise.

      “There are only five.” Hothen pointed out a fifth body in the bushes a short distance away, marked by a quivering spear in its shoulder. “That leaves two missing.”

      Yala scanned the beach but saw no signs of any more dead. “Which two?”

      “Saren,” Machit answered. “And… what’s her name? The noble.”

      “Viam.” Yala’s heart gave an unpleasant jolt. Viam was a newcomer to the army, and the pampered noble had been at an obvious disadvantage in military training. “Did they flee?”

      “Must have.” Hothen held out a burly arm to prevent Sialen from leading his war drake out of the bushes. “Careful. The Rafragorian squad might have wanted to lure us out into the open.”

      “We’re not going to hunt them down?” Sialen’s hand flexed on his war drake’s chain. “How do we know they didn’t set foot on land?”

      Yala cleared her throat. “I don’t see any sea drakes, do you?”

      A flush darkened Sialen’s sunbaked skin. Honestly. The man was a decent scout, but his common sense was lacking. “I thought they might’ve sent someone to chase the survivors.”

      “Not worth the risk.” The words tasted sour in her mouth, like milk left out in the sun. “They have no way off the island without their mounts.”

      “No.” Temik spoke up, his gravelly voice as stoic as ever. “Sorry, Dalem. We can’t do anything for them.”

      Yala caught Dalem’s eye. His brief time as an acolyte of the Disciples of the Flame had left him with a self-sacrificing streak that even his longstanding friendship with Temik hadn’t quelled, and while his soft heart was sometimes an annoyance, she saw the reflection of her distaste for the idea of abandoning two of their fellow soldiers in hostile territory. “We can at least keep an eye out.”

      Despite the deceptive quiet blanketing the beach, they soon found a mass of footprints extending from the sand into the undergrowth.

      “I was right.” Sialen’s tone wavered between triumphant and wary. “These are Rafragorians. Must be.”

      “Where’d they leave their steeds?” asked Machit. “More to the point, why would they leave them?”

      “Must’ve thought two lone soldiers weren’t a threat.” Yala’s stomach turned as she imagined the pair fleeing into the jungle at night, pursued by the enemy. “You’d think they’d have guessed we have more than one squad.”

      “If they did, they’ll be searching for the rest of us,” said Hothen. “We need to leave.”

      “Then we’ll condemn the two survivors to death.” Dalem sounded appalled. “Can’t we at least look for them?”

      “I’m sorry.” Hothen let out a measured breath. “If the choice is between your lives and theirs, I have to pick you.”

      I know. A squad leader’s role was to ensure the team’s survival above all else, yet she didn’t have to be as soft-hearted as Dalem to acknowledge that the notion of leaving her fellow soldiers to rot in the jungle repelled her. Yes, Yala knew that her life ranked far below the army’s objective of securing the island, but offering herself in exchange was a world apart from making the decision for others.

      And the question remained: Where were the Rafragorians, and where had they left their steeds? A squad of foot soldiers would have a far easier time concealing their movements in the jungle than the Larians and their war drakes, but parting ways with the beasts that gave them mastery over the ocean ran counter to their usual strategies.

      “We outnumber them.” Vanat cracked his knuckles. “I’d say we head north and take them by surprise before they do the same to us.”

      “They already know we’re here,” Temik said. “If you ask me, they’re counting on us walking into their trap.”

      “Except they’re the ones who left their steeds behind.” Sialen’s war drake’s chain clanked as he leaned over to remove its muzzle, freeing its sharp teeth.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed. “Did you forget that beast’s as likely to take a bite out of you as the enemy?”

      The proximity of the bodies on the beach would only heighten the war drakes’ bloodlust, but Sialen merely shrugged. “I’ll take the risk if it means avoiding an ambush.”

      “Agreed.” Vanat reached for his war drake’s scaly head, and Yala gave him a rap on the leg with her spear’s edge.

      “Don’t be a fool.” If Sialen wanted to endanger his own life, that was his prerogative, but Vanat should know better. “Hothen, what’s the plan?”

      Their squad leader’s brow furrowed as he traced the path uphill from the beach. “They won’t be out in the open. Let’s see if we can find where they left those sea drakes. It’ll tell us how many there are.”

      Nobody argued, and they fell in behind their leader as they followed the curve of the beach back into the jungle. Yala tugged on her war drake’s chain and continued until the path steepened and the thinning trees afforded a view of high cliffs protruding over the water. A distinct snarl sounded beneath the crashing of waves. Sea drake.

      Hothen indicated to the others to fall back and made his careful way uphill, behind Sialen. Waves lapped at the cliffs, almost masking the sight of several serpentine necks secured to the rocks by thick ropes. So this is where they left their mounts.

      At the sight, the war drake strained to escape Sialen’s hold, dragging him towards the edge in an attempt to reach its foes. Yala moved to help, but he swatted her hand away. “Why not kill their mounts while we’re here?”

      “And risk losing one of our own?” Yala said. “I doubt the soldiers went far. Stay hidden.”

      “The monsters are tied up,” Vanat argued. “All we have to do is cut the ropes, and the enemy will have no way off the island.”

      A scream rang out somewhere deeper in the jungle. Yala tensed, her grip tightening on her war drake’s chain as their beasts reacted to the noise with low growls of displeasure. Sialen’s went one step further, dragging its rider perilously close to the cliff’s edge.

      A second scream followed the first, cut off in a wet gurgle. Vanat reached for his war drake, removing its muzzle and loosening its chain, and Hothen gave a nod signalling to the rest of the squad to do likewise. Yala’s practised hands moved fast, her ears tracking the noise of Sialen swearing as he skidded in the wake of his panicking war drake.

      A spear flew past, embedding itself in a nearby tree. There came a scuffle and a yelp, more of a sob than the war cry of an enraged Rafragorian.

      Yala hurried over to the source and found a Rafragorian soldier lying sprawled in the undergrowth, a bloody spear protruding from his chest. Behind, a pair of frightened eyes watched hers from amid the bushes.

      Yala dropped to a crouch, saw the Larian uniform, the drakeskin trousers. “Viam?”

      “Yala?” The young soldier crept forward, her face smeared with dirt. “I thought you were one of them.”

      “Be glad I’m not.” She prodded the Rafragorian with the end of her spear, confirming his deceased state. “He didn’t come alone, I take it?”

      Her face clouded. “They’re dead. My squad.”

      “I know.” Yala caught Vanat’s eye on the other side of the tree and gave him a reassuring nod, confirming she spoke to a Larian soldier and not an enemy. “Is Saren in here somewhere? He wasn’t with the dead.”

      “Saren?” Viam blinked. “I ran when the war drakes left us on the beach. Maybe he did the same.”

      “And the Rafragorians?” She tugged her war drake’s chain to prevent it from sinking its sharp teeth into the corpse. “There’s a whole squad of sea drakes chained there.”

      Viam shuddered. “I was on my way to untie the ropes, but he ambushed me.”

      Yala followed her line of sight to the soldier’s limp body. Her first kill, presumably. “I’m glad you struck first.”

      There came a hoarse shout from further up the cliff. Yala pinpointed the source—Sialen, who’d lost his grip on the war drake’s chain entirely and now lay headfirst in the bushes. The beast itself barrelled past, an arrow protruding from its open mouth, and the smell of drake blood sent Yala’s steed into a fury. It lunged, claws swiping at the bushes in search of the attacker, and she struggled to regain her footing as its greater weight dragged her feet through thick mud.

      Yala threw her weight against the chain as her war drake’s claw swiped a swathe of undergrowth aside, revealing a slight figure pinning down a much larger one. The former was clad in a Larian uniform so filthy that he effortlessly blended in with the mud, and he rolled aside with a yelp when the war drake’s claw came down, finding its mark in the larger soldier’s throat.

      “Sorry!” Yala gave another yank on the chain, stilling the unruly war drake. “Thought you were the enemy.”

      “Speak for yourself.” The smaller soldier rolled upright, dark eyes watching Yala’s from beneath hair matted with mud and blood. “My steed abandoned me, the bastard.”

      “Saren?” Viam wore an expression somewhere between wariness and relief. “You escaped.”

      “Not for long, given how loud you lot are being.” Saren stepped away from the dead Rafragorian, pushing a wad of mud-soaked hair from his face with a shaking hand. “I was doing a great job of hiding until you came rampaging through.”

      “I’m glad one of us made it out.” Viam wore a rather forced smile; the pair, Yala had gathered during training sessions, did not get along particularly well. She hadn’t the faintest idea why; the one time she’d spoken to Saren had been when he’d treated an arrow wound that she’d sustained on her first mission. Most soldiers were trained in basic healing, but Saren was the only person she knew who carried a full medical kit in his pack.

      “Stay with us.” Yala scanned the bushes. “How many Rafragorians are left?”

      “At least three.” Viam threw her arms over her head as an arrow bounced off a nearby tree trunk. “They’re coming!”

      Yala was ready with her spear in hand, Vanat close at her side. A shout of warning ahead pointed her to Dalem, who ran downhill to avoid a second arrow. The sharp edge bounced off his steed’s scaly back, and Vanat lifted his spear and hurled it in that direction. A choked cry told Yala he’d hit his mark, but not before another arrow buried itself in Dalem’s arm.

      “Dalem!” Temik ran to him and fell to his knees as a fourth arrow skimmed overhead, narrowly missing his shoulder.

      Yala hurled her weapon in that direction. The enemy combatant collapsed, blood fountaining from his throat. The discordant sound of fighting continued elsewhere, unabated, and her war drake gave another frenzied lurch. This time, the movement took Yala off her feet, dragging her into a shower of blood and raindrops shed by falling leaves as her war drake’s teeth made quick work of the unfortunate soldier hidden in the bushes. Her fellow squad members’ shouts echoed amid discordant growls and the crunch of greenery trampled beneath clawed feet. She dug her heels in, to no avail, her war drake tearing into another Rafragorian soldier and spraying her with gore.

      Vanat caught her elbow, slowing her desperate slide, and yelled something in her ear. He had to repeat himself twice before she understood. “They brought two squads?”

      “At least,” he shouted. “The bastards copied our strategy.”

      Hadn’t there only been one group of sea drakes? She threw her weight against the war drake’s chain, her feet skidding over the broken remnants of the Rafragorian soldier as she and Vanat hauled the beast to a halt.

      Yala’s mouth went dry. A second body lay near the first, this one wearing Larian uniform, his face caved in with the imprint of a war drake’s claw.

      “Sialen.” Had his steed trampled its own rider? Spying a discarded spear, Yala picked up the weapon, her mind a riot of confusion. “Where’s Hothen? The others?”

      “Didn’t see.” Blood smeared one of Vanat’s cheeks, but he didn’t look to have had suffered any major injuries. “They were heading uphill.”

      Yala swore, turning her back on the ruin Sialen’s war drake had left in its tracks, and spied someone crawling on hands and knees through the bushes. Yala’s heart thudded, and then she released a breath when she recognised Machit’s blood-streaked face.

      He coughed. “Yala… I couldn’t… stop them.”

      “Stop who?” She ran to him, having to restrain her beast from snapping at the easy prey. Vanat seized the chain from her; he’d lost his own war drake at some point in the conflict, and she let him take hers without argument.

      Machit coughed, leaning on one elbow. An arrow jutted from his ribs, blood blossoming on his tunic. “They doubled up,” he wheezed. “Two or three riders per sea drake.”

      “Pity the sea drakes didn’t object.” Hothen and the others succeeded in cutting the ropes? She scanned the cliffs above, visible through undergrowth torn away by sharp teeth, but the only person within sight was Saren.

      He made his way to Machit’s side, fumbling for his pack. “Let me get that arrow out. Careful…”

      Machit slapped his hands away with another rattling cough. “Never mind me. Help him instead.”

      “Who?” His groan cut off in a whimper when Saren grabbed the arrow, snapping off the feathered end but leaving the tip inside his chest. To stop him bleeding out, Yala knew, and trusted that her squad-mate was in safe hands with Saren.

      Where, though, were the others? Yala trod uphill, angling towards the cliffs where the sea drakes had been tied. An eerie silence pervaded, muffling the air and making her racing heartbeat sound unnaturally loud.

      Not a single beast was left. Ropes hung loose from the cliffs, and several bodies floated in the water. Rafragorian soldiers. She counted five or six. Two or three squads, Machit had said, which, when put together with the bodies in the forest…

      A splash had Yala at the cliff’s edge, a spear in her hand. Another soldier lay sprawled across the high rocks protruding from the water, the lapping waves nudging at his booted feet. A limp hand trailed loose in the water, trailing crimson.

      “Hothen.” Before Yala could shout a warning, Vanat had clambered over the cliff to their squad leader.

      Rustling sounded behind her. She swivelled, lifting her spear in a practised motion that gave no voice to the pit of horror opening inside her.

      Dalem and Temik limped out of the bushes, supporting one another, while an ashen-faced Viam followed them, clutching a bloodied arm to her side. Mutely, Yala pointed to the cliffs, to Vanat clambering up with Hothen’s body draped in his arms.

      With a heave, he placed their squad leader on the ground. “He climbed down there to cut the war drakes free. Succeeded, too, and took half their squad with him.”

      “Why?” Desolation filled Dalem’s voice. “Why didn’t he ask for our help?”

      “Because he’s squad leader.” Was squad leader. That single word opened a gulf as vast as the sea. There were other words to say, a refrain for the dead, and she forced them past her lips. “He can rest now.”

      The others echoed the familiar refrain, spoken countless times in tribute to those fallen on missions. A refrain that promised peace and relief awaited after death, a welcome reprieve from the burdens of life.

      And we’re left to pick up the pieces. Her mind remained unmoored while her body went through the motions of gathering her squad, of moving Sialen’s body to rest alongside his leader’s, of checking that no further ambushes lurked in the trees.

      Three squads felled by a third of their number was a feat worthy of praise from the king himself, but would His Majesty spare a thought for those who’d been lost?

      What are our lives worth? The thought echoed in the back of her head even when her guard relaxed enough to kneel beside Hothen and let the tears fall down her dirt-smudged cheeks like rain.

      A chorus of war drakes’ cries cut through the haze in her mind. Leaping to her feet, she spied a dark blot in the sky, swiftly drawing nearer. “Is that…?”

      “Yes.” Saren held up a hand to block out the glaring sun. “That’s the rest of the Flight Division.”

      “Couldn’t one of them have thrown a spear to help us?” Machit looked a little better, his chest bandaged by Saren’s expert hands, though his face was as tear-streaked as Yala’s. “Would have been nice.”

      “Yes.” Yala wiped her eyes on her bloody sleeve and summoned up her scattered wits. “They’ll land on the beach.”

      Vanat lifted their squad leader in his arms. Yala secured her war drake to a tree and then picked out the least injured—Dalem—to help her carry Sialen. His dead weight pulled on her shoulders, and she tried to avoid catching his vacant eyes as he swung between them, his mouth half open as if he might utter a complaint at any instant.

      “Fuck me,” Saren breathed. “That’s the king.”

      Yala’s gaze lifted. A larger beast than the rest flew behind the bulk of the army, its crowned head catching the sunlight in a gold halo.

      Did you know? she thought. Did you know we’d have to die to make the landing safe?

      Did it matter? She shoved the thought aside and helped Dalem lower Sialen’s body onto the sand.

      “Yala.” Vanat pointed to another steed near the king’s. “There’s the commander. I’ll put in a word for you if you like.”

      “What?” she said.

      “He means you’re the next squad leader.” Machit leaned on Saren as they made their stumbling way along the blood-drenched sand. “The gods know the rest of us aren’t qualified.”

      Neither am I.

      “Hothen wanted you to,” Vanat added. “You know he did.”

      “Exactly,” Dalem said.

      Temik nodded in agreement, while Yala fought to assemble arguments that seemed entirely inadequate.

      “We’re short a member,” she said. “Two, in fact.”

      Saren cleared his throat. “You might have noticed we lost the rest of our squad, and I’d say I like my chances with the ones who took out their killers.”

      “Me too,” Viam added after a moment’s pause. “If that’s all right.”

      Saren gave her a sarcastic look but fell silent when the wingbeats became louder, the first squad landing upon the sand.

      Yala took a deep breath. “I’ll talk to the commander and see what he says.”

      He’s hardly going to say no. An unpleasant knot formed in her gut as she contemplated the idea of taking her vows as captain. How could she kneel before the monarch without wondering if he’d intended for her squad to be marked as acceptable losses, a fair exchange for a battle won?

      Would Hothen have acted any differently if he’d known what awaited him? Or would he have done the same regardless, knowing that his sacrifice would enable his squad’s survival?

      He would, she told herself, and you’ll do the same. For them, I have to take on the title of squad leader.
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      Bone crunched under Yala’s feet. She stepped over the corpse of the dead kekin, her hands curling as a tingling sensation travelled up her fingertips and urged her to reach for the shadows creeping beneath its rotting flesh.

      Her fingers clenched around her cane until the sensation faded, but the faint chill emanating from the pouch she carried at her waist lingered as a reminder that the god of death was never far away. Even here, in the domain of His immortal enemy.

      This is no hiding place for a Disciple of Death.

      The god of life’s power permeated the forest, a constant thrum of energy pulsing everywhere from the tallest trees to the rain-soaked undergrowth. The dense greenery was a stark contrast to the grimy city she’d left behind, yet both held bittersweet memories from a simpler time. Though only a few short months had passed, the years she’d spent living in her jungle cabin seemed like a half-remembered dream.

      “Yala.”

      She halted, her thoughts scattering like falling leaves. “Saren.”

      “There you are.” Her former squad-mate half crawled under a low-hanging branch and straightened upright, pushing a handful of curly dark hair out of his eyes. “I’ve been looking for you all day. What’re you doing?”

      “Getting away from the noise.”

      “Ouch.” He grinned. “You know, it’s got to be worse for Niema, being bound to her enclave members the way she is. Being tuned into four other people’s emotions all the time would drive me out of my mind.”

      Yala grunted. She would never have consented to such a violation of her privacy, but there must be a comfort in the unspoken trust shared between Niema and her fellow enclave members and in the knowledge that they would always be present in her darkest moments. A similar pact had once existed between Yala and her squad-mates, too, but that well-tended garden was now overgrown with thorns.

      Yet another reason I’m more suited to serving the god of death. “Something you needed?”

      “The others want to talk to you.” Saren’s gaze flickered to the dead kekin; his shoulders trembled, but he refrained from acknowledging the shadows that were as stark to his eyes as they were to hers.

      Yala fell into step with him, her cane scraping the damp soil. “Has Superior Kralia finally had enough of us?”

      While Yala’s desire to leave the enclave had initially been stymied by her recovery from a life-threatening injury, weeks in the company of Yalet’s rejuvenating power had left her with little more than a faint scar on her ribs. Superior Kralia had offered her a refuge, but if she expected Yala to have forgotten the infractions she’d committed against both Yala herself and Niema, she was sorely mistaken.

      “Oh, she’d had enough of us on the first day,” Saren said. “She had no choice but to keep us here on account of how we’re her last hope against utter destruction.”

      “Drakeshit.” If anything, the opposite was true. “She must know that every day she offers us shelter, she’s gambling the safety of her own people.”

      The light in his eyes dimmed as if a cloud passed overhead. “Not necessarily. I won’t lie, I wouldn’t object to staying long term. Jungle life agrees with me.”

      “I’d have thought you’d be sick of eating leaves by now.” Disciples of Life swore vows against harming other living creatures, including consuming their flesh. Other practices were optional—such as the bond some forged with fellow Disciples that allowed them to share emotions—but Superior Kralia enforced Yalet’s will with as firm a hand as an adherent of the god of the flames. “And what of their rule never to marry outside of the enclave?”

      A grin chased the shadows out of his eyes. “I can live with that. Marriage didn’t work out that well for Machit, did it?”

      Yala grunted in agreement. She’d seen him crouched at one of Yalet’s altars a couple of times over the past few weeks, head bent in prayer, but she hoped this was just a passing fancy on his part. “I wouldn’t expect Yalet to have any desire to claim someone who’s been as close to Mekan as we have.”

      “True.” He gave a short laugh. “We’re corrupted to the bone.”

      That’s one way of putting it. The dark stains on her fingertips lingered no matter how long she spent in the god of life’s domain, and she’d learned to ignore the occasional pulse of cold from the pouch that hung from her belt, in which she’d concealed the claw of one of Mekan’s beasts. While its presence within Yalet’s domain was a risk, the claw also functioned as a warning system should any of Mekan’s creatures venture into the forest. Not that I need warning about dead kekins, she thought, her ears picking up the hum of voices that indicated they were nearing the wooden huts that housed the enclave members.

      In contrast to the fences and high walls that encased the capital, the jungle held no such boundaries. The Disciples’ huts were sprawled across a vast area interspersed with communal areas where Disciples pooled their resources and gathered around cookfires. Taking in outsiders was unusual but not an affront to their god’s wishes, and for the most part, the other Disciples had been cordial towards the newcomers.

      Some more than others. As they rounded a corner, she saw Kelan and Niema stood engaged in a heated argument in the middle of the leaf-strewn path. The former was dressed in his usual light-blue robe—inappropriate attire for the jungle but made bearable by his ability to call upon the god of the skies to fan away the humid air—while the latter wore the simple leaf-woven clothing of her fellow Disciples. Niema’s hair was braided tightly against her skull, her neck imprinted with the leaf-shaped birthmark that signalled her as Yalet’s chosen.

      “What’s he done this time?” Yala’s pace quickened. “Kelan?”

      “He was…” Niema spluttered, too outraged to get the words out. “I caught him trying to seduce Bitra into spending the night with him in the village.”

      “Isn’t that better than seducing her in the cabin with five others present?” Kelan said. “Granted, that might make the experience more interesting. Would they be able to sense her arousal too?”

      Niema’s face reddened with anger. “That behaviour is inappropriate.”

      “According to whom?” Kelan enquired, a smile playing on his lips. “I would have thought the god of life would support all pursuits of earthly pleasures.”

      “You’re here as an ambassador,” Niema snapped. “How do you hope to forge an alliance with our Superior when you insist upon behaving like a tree-raptor in heat?”

      “I didn’t try to seduce her, did I?” Kelan’s amusement grew at her analogy. “She’s had no complaints about my behaviour. I rather think she’s enjoying the entertainment.”

      Yala snorted. It was true that the younger members of the enclave had developed an inexplicable attachment to Kelan and happily listened to his wild stories of his adventures as a sword-for-hire that were almost certainly fictionalised to some degree, but Superior Kralia would have been unmoved if Kelan had brought an entire theatre troupe to perform for her alone.

      Moreover—as she had to remind him on a not-infrequent basis—they weren’t here for fucking entertainment.

      “And how’s that alliance coming along?” she asked pointedly.

      “Spectacularly despite our pious friend’s dismal attitude,” said Kelan. “Really, Niema, did we not thoroughly corrupt you during your time in the city?”

      The word corrupt ignited Yala’s irritation. “That’s why you dragged me here?” she asked of Saren. “To break up a petty fight between fools who ought to know better? I’m not their fucking captain, thank the gods.”

      Kelan’s smile faded. “Now, I think that’s harsh.”

      “In case you’ve forgotten,” Yala said through clenched teeth, “we’re fugitives.”

      “We haven’t forgotten.” Saren glanced at a figure sitting on a nearby tree stump, dressed in a fine shirt that was now considerably wrinkled and yellowed with sweat stains. Viam, the only other survivor of her old squad aside from Yala.

      The others—Vanat, Machit, Dalem, Temik—had died one by one, doomed by their status as the only squad who knew the truth of the last mission King Tharen had ordered before his death. Or rather, before he faked his death.

      Seeing her, Viam pushed off the tree stump and padded to meet them. “There you are, Yala. Did you find anything in the jungle?”

      “Aside from bloodflies?” Yala knew she meant signs of Mekan’s presence, but a dead kekin hardly qualified. “Nothing. What were you doing over there?”

      “Brooding,” Saren offered. “Really, you two could at least do so in the same place.”

      “I’m not brooding,” Viam protested. “I was waiting for the Superior to get back from her meeting.”

      “Another one?” No wonder everyone was restless. “Do you think the other Superiors might have finally agreed to put together their forces?”

      Unlike those who served the other deities, Yalet’s followers were spread across a larger area and consequently required more than one Disciple to hold the rank of Superior. Each enclave within the forest that covered the southernmost portion of the continent held its own priorities and rituals, with the result that there had been no consensus thus far on how to deal with the current conflict.

      “No,” Saren answered. “They’re pacifists, remember? They don’t want a war.”

      “Even Superior Kralia knows it’s impossible to avoid one.” Yala dug the end of her cane into the soft earth, her back teeth grinding. “The others can’t bury their heads in the mud for much longer.”

      “It’s not their fault.” Niema said. “They’ve never had to deal with a threat like this.”

      “You’d think one of them would have run afoul of a patrol by now.” Kelan hovered a little above the ground, a faint breeze stirring his long, curly hair. “They’re all over the northern forest.”

      Niema spun on him. “You weren’t supposed to be there either. What if you were seen?”

      “I was careful.”

      Yala had her doubts, but the presence of the king’s army outside of the capital was an unwelcome sign. “How many soldiers?”

      “Fifty? A hundred?” He shrugged. “More than I’d expect. The king’s been expanding his forces.”

      Nothing we didn’t expect. The Disciples were bound by old treaties against engaging in warfare, but the king had long violated that truce, and the Disciples were the only force who stood a chance of resisting King Tharen’s new reign.

      Not that Superior Kralia agreed, but for all her claims, she’d offered no actionable advice as to exactly how Yala was supposed to remove the king from his throne.

      The colour drained from Niema’s face. “We can’t match those numbers.”

      “Can’t you?” Yala had stark memories of Disciples of Life riding upon war drakes like soldiers and wielding Yalet’s power as effectively as any weapon. Not every member of their order avoided violence, as Yala and Niema had experienced firsthand. “We might have no choice.”

      “I think she’s hoping we’ll fight for her.” Viam had listened to their discussion in anxious silence; she’d been keen to hear any news of what might be occurring back in the capital. In accompanying Yala to the jungle, she’d been forced to leave behind her romantic companion, Brenat, a fellow member of the palace staff, who had been recovering from a wound suffered in the recent battle.

      Saren glared at her. “No fucking chance.”

      “Don’t you two start,” Yala said sharply. “I’m not your captain anymore either.”

      Technically, Viam outranked her, in fact, having recently had a brief, disastrous stint in the Flight Division of the king’s army. As if she, too, had recalled that, Viam’s shoulders slumped. “I’m starting to think I was too hasty in leaving the capital.”

      “Hasty?” Saren echoed. “The king demanded the immediate surrender of all Disciples of Death. You’d be dead on an altar if you stayed.”

      “You can’t know that,” Viam said. “None of us can.”

      The restrained frustration in her voice echoed Yala’s. “We can make some educated guesses. Tharen will almost certainly have reclaimed the throne from his son in addition to rebuilding the army. As to his intentions for the Disciples of Death, I can’t say. Don’t forget he made it look as though he defeated the army of the dead.”

      As opposed to his true strategy: sending the same army to attack their rival nation of Rafragoria to ensure nobody challenged his rule. Having dealt with the external threats, Yala expected him to turn his attention to the internal ones, but he had no idea that a rival Disciple of Death had survived in the southern forest. Three if she counted Viam and Saren.

      “Yeah, he’s a fucking hero,” said Saren. “I bet he has his soldiers singing those old military songs as they march around sticking flags in everything that moves.”

      “They seemed more interested in signing up recruits from the local villages, from what Bitra heard.”

      “From—” Niema cut off. “You were questioning her. That’s why you cornered her, not just to seduce her.”

      “I’m adept at multitasking.”

      Yala didn’t hear Niema’s reply. A sharp chill emanated from the pouch in which she carried the claw, sending a wave of shivers through her entire body, and her fingertips tingled with static. Shadows coiled beneath her palm, fanning out from her cane, and a whisper as cold and sharp as a steel blade crept into her ears.

      “Yala.”

      The voice’s echoes faded as a shrill scream rang out from the jungle, reverberating in the air. Yala broke into a run, her cane slapping the ground with each step. Her right leg gave its usual twinge of protest; even the god of life couldn’t heal the old wound inflicted by one of Mekan’s creatures. Kelan overtook her with ease, drawing his blade.

      A man staggered into view, recognisable as a Disciple only by the leaf-shaped birthmark on his greying neck. His body reeked of decay, his lank hair clinging to his skeletal face. Withered tendons creaked, bare knucklebones gleaming, as he lifted a bloodied knife.

      Yala’s cane struck him in the chest with a wet thud and sent him sprawling onto his back. She then drove the blunt end into his throat, severing the rotting tendons. Satisfaction sang through her veins at the exertion. Nearby, Kelan duelled another dead Disciple of Life, who carried a knife slick with blood.

      As the Disciple crumpled, Niema ran over, her face taut. “Where did they come from?”

      “I’d ask, but…” Kelan gestured in the direction from which they’d heard the screaming and released a gust of wind from his palm. The tree branches were swept aside, revealing a hut that resembled Niema’s dwelling.

      The door opened on the corpse of a woman, newly felled. Already, Yala glimpsed shadows stirring around her body, creeping through muscle and bone. She dodged the hand that reached to grab her ankle and stamped down hard. As the woman’s brittle wrist snapped, she brought the cane down upon her skull, the dead flesh giving way with ease. Shadows surged upward, her fingers grasping the phantom sensation of a thread connecting her to the woman’s rotting corpse, reminding her of how she’d once manipulated the bones of the dead with a mere touch.

      A faint whisper sounded, accompanying the chill surrounding the claw within her pocket. “I’m here, Yala.”

      None of that, Yala thought and brought the cane down upon the woman’s skull again.

      “Yala, stop!” Niema’s shrill cry stilled her hand. Breathing hard, she stepped out of the hut, and another Disciple of Life ran past her, dropping to her knees beside the dead woman with a tortured wail.

      Others gathered around, watching Yala with appalled expressions. She clenched her fist to conceal the shadows within, to no avail. Her secret was laid as bare as the woman’s skull.

      We have to move the bodies. Once the spread of Corruption started, each person felled would rise in turn, their corpse claimed by Mekan. The Disciples of Life alone held the ability to lay them to rest, but that would be a short-lived victory. As long as someone bound to Mekan was present in the forest, He would always find a way to come back.

      I think, she thought, it’s time for me to leave.
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      Kelan lifted the body of the fallen Disciple, doing his best to ignore its twitching limbs and the stench of decay. “Where do you want me to put them?”

      Niema let out a faint whimper. “I don’t know. My Superior…”

      “Is inconveniently absent.” The only Disciple who didn’t avoid treading near their group was Hachim, one of Niema’s close friends, who pointed Kelan to a clearing into which to carry the dead.

      “She picked a great time to leave,” Yala muttered, wiping the bloodstains from her cane onto the damp undergrowth. “Niema, we need to destroy those bodies before they attract more.”

      Hearing, Hachim made a faint noise of protest. “We can’t lay them to rest without our Superior.”

      “Do you want more of Mekan’s creatures rampaging through your enclave?” Yala said.

      Hachim flinched, but Niema didn’t. She’d warned the Superior enough times that the god of death would not ignore the presence of one of His Disciples—to say nothing of Niema herself. Blinking tears from her eyes, Niema took in a shaky breath and addressed her fellow Disciples. “I’m sorry, but Hachim and I have to give the dead to Yalet immediately to prevent any further corruption.”

      The Disciples of Life murmured amongst themselves, but none voiced an objection. Even Bitra, whose sister was among the dead. Guilt knotted inside him as he watched her sobbing, wrapped in the arms of another Disciple. When he’d questioned her about her
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