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      In the dead of the night, the tiger’s rhythmic purr rattled the thin mattress beneath us. A heavy paw lay across my back, its warmth seeping through my skin. He’d been human when he’d drifted off to sleep, both of us spent with exhaustion from the day’s dealings. Human, when he’d looped an arm round my waist and pulled me closer before he’d shifted into his beast in slumber.

      Unexpectedly. Terrifyingly.

      But I trusted him.

      So much so that the rise and fall of his tiger’s breath on my neck was hypnotic—a lullaby crooned into my tired mind. Even so, my knotty thoughts made sleep impossible. Round and round, the thoughts whirled, each one a jagged shard of glass in my mind. Whether we should turn our backs on the kingdom and make a small, happy life for ourselves like my parents had. Whether we were foolish to stay and fight for Jalapashu. Whether I could live up to the expectations of the rebels around me. Whether we would survive the coming days. Whether I had put Leena in unforgivable danger, just as Sitara had done with us. Whether I would ever sleep soundly again.

      I counted the tiger’s breaths, matching my breathing to his. As if mirroring him could bring me peace. As if our togetherness could drive away our enemies. Enemies that were already at our door.

      There was a strange intimacy now between us that contrasted with the careful aloofness of our initial encounters. It would have been different in the bay when we could have dated on our own terms, choosing our schedule of meetings, taking it slowly, and playing the push and pull games of early relationships. But war made everything more urgent. The fortress meant we were in close proximity all hours of the day and night, like our relationship was unfolding back to front in the heat of fire before we had truly tested one another.

      It was both frightening and exciting.

      At least Deven was getting some rest in the scant few hours before duty called.

      Taking care not to wake him, I shifted to face him, toppling closer into the mattress dip carved by his bulk. The air carried the scent of earth and rain, blending with the musk of the tiger. Moonlight spilt through window crevices, illuminating our room enough for me to make out the elongated lines of shadowed whiskers on his pillow. God, he was beautiful—almost enough to make me forget that I’d become the leader of the resistance entirely by accident.

      A creature like this belonged in evergreen forests or mangrove swamps, not in bed with me. He was a study in feline grace: delicate whiskers extending from a rugged face, tufted ears, glinting teeth hidden behind his powerful jaw, and velvet pads that held claws. His graceful limbs sometimes jerked as if he ran across plains in his dreams. Even sleeping, he exuded cruelty and wildness.

      But Deven wasn’t cruel. I only had to hear the cycle of his breath or look in his eyes to know it.

      I edged closer, my senses alive. Reaching out to touch the dark pad of his nose, I wondered how many of his primal transformations he had endured and whether it hurt or whether he slid into his other self as easily as I put on a coat.

      There hadn’t been much time to talk. Not to each other. Not with war on our doorstep.

      It had been three days since we’d freed Mahi and Menon from the labyrinth and broken the curse that had prevented Deven from embracing his full self. Three days since I’d wrenched a fortress from the earth, my magic heightened by our fledgling coven’s spell. Three days of organising the resistance and plotting how to win the throne of Jalapashu while my gargoyles manned the ramparts in anticipation of Prem Kumar’s army. Thanks to their loyalty to the general, half the raja’s soldiers had abandoned the raja and joined the resistance instead. But the path ahead was wrought with danger.

      My general.

      I loved him. I felt the truth of it in the caverns of my being. I hadn’t dared tell Deven, so the words thrummed inside me like a captured symphony. A hummingbird’s wings inside my chest I didn’t release. Admitting I’d fallen for him would make the coming days harder. It would tempt fate to destroy what we had found. So I made do with stolen glances, fleeting kisses and nights when my body pressed up against his.

      I prayed we’d survive the days ahead, even as disquiet curled through my belly.

      Even as another man’s ring sat on my finger.

      I loathed the shining honey-hued topaz that symbolised Prem’s ownership of me. I’d wrenched it from my ring finger. Instead, it wrapped around my middle finger like a hellish shackle. Deven’s attention lingered on it often—his colour rising, a shadow passing over his face—as if it mocked us. But I couldn’t discard it.

      Not in a kingdom where it elevated my magic.

      Not at a time when I needed every ounce of power.

      To hell with sleep. We needed the comfort of each other’s touch as much as we needed rest. I raked my fingers through the dense fur of Deven’s golden neck, tracing the intricate patterns of the geometric tattoo that blended with his stripes. The tattoo he had added to each year symbolised his resilience and his vow to break his cousin’s curse. To be both man and tiger again.

      He stretched his tiger neck, unconsciously opening himself to my touch.

      Impatient for his attention, I brushed the ends of his whiskers.

      The tiger twitched as a flicker of awareness penetrated the depths of his slumber. Beautiful beast. Primal energy charged the air as Deven transitioned from dream-heavy sleep to consciousness with a startling intensity. His midnight eyes snapped open in confusion, and an instinctive, guttural growl echoed around the room. He rolled up, pinning me beneath him, his breathing as ragged as mine, scanning my drawn face, the hair fanned across the pillow, the waves of fear that rippled off me despite me using every ounce of my will to stay calm. His ears lay flat against his head as he bared tombstone teeth. Teeth that could rip through the soft skin of my throat with frightening ease.

      Panic seared through me.

      There was no recognition in that savage face.

      Grinding stone filled my mind as the gargoyles reacted to my alarm. They swerved their attention away from the barricades towards me, marking Deven as a threat. We are coming.

      No. I directed their attention away from us and steadied my breath as the tiger’s face loomed above me, adrenalin coursing through his quivering body.

      Deven scanned the room, dark eyes alert, before baring his teeth at me in his vicious wildness.

      I willed myself to control my breathing, even as his claws dug into the soft flesh of my shoulder. My magic was strong and vibrant. It called to me in the night, willing me to use its unexplored depths. I had made this fortress; I could collapse part of it onto the general, but that would be like cleaving my heart in two. I wouldn’t do it.

      My lips barely moved to form the whisper. “It’s me. It’s Kiya.”

      Obsidian eyes narrowed on me. A heartbeat spanned between us, the tiger poised to strike.

      I dared to caress him with tentative, trembling fingers, my heart rattling like a runaway train, wondering if this would be my last moment, if I had taken one risk too many in this brutal kingdom.

      Then, mercifully, the tiger’s eyes clouded with bewilderment. The tenseness in his muscles dissolved. With a mournful sound, the tiger leapt from the bed and thudded onto the floor. My body quaked with relief as his body contorted: bones elongating, tail shrinking, fur retreating, jaw transforming—a reassembly of flesh and bones into the man who was mine.

      Moments later, Deven—naked as the day he was born—knelt on the bed and pulled me against the hard planes of his chest. Strong hands cupped my face with exquisite gentleness. When he spoke, his voice thrummed with horror. “I could have killed you, little witch.”

      I couldn’t bear the anguish on his face. “I’m okay.”

      He examined me for injuries like he’d never forgive himself, even though I knew that some part of him must have known it was me underneath him to hold back his nature.

      “I don’t fear you, even with your teeth inches from my face.”

      His face twisted. “Maybe you should. I’m not fully in control of myself.”

      “You will be.”

      He dropped his hands, and the loss of his touch made me shiver. The ghosts of his past flitted across his face: the wife he was convinced he should have saved from Prem’s murderous games. He had barely stitched himself back together after that. His quiet voice pulsed with fear. “What if...”

      I shook my head, aching for him. The wounds of his past ran so deep. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “I shifted inadvertently in my sleep and you’re relaxed about it?”

      It wasn’t your typical relationship hiccup, but nothing about my life was normal anymore. My casual shrug belied the tiniest seed of worry. “So you still have kinks to work out.”

      “My senses are overwhelming. I can smell the bonfires that Prem has stacked with our belongings. I’m filing people I’ve known all my life under predator or prey. I’m distracted by your lingering scent all over the fortress.”

      “One of those doesn’t sound so bad.”

      His smile lit a fire in my belly, but the stillness in his eyes revealed his worry. “I can’t shake the restlessness in my bones. I yearn to be in my tiger form every second of the day. The only time I can bear to be human is when I am touching you.”

      Looping my arms around his neck, I dropped a kiss on his lips. He tasted of cool winds and distant fires. “Go ahead. I’m game.”

      He kissed me back hungrily, then pulled away. “You’re not helping.”

      “Prem suppressed your animal nature for years. You’re not going to find your way again overnight. It’ll take a bit of time.”

      “We don’t have time.” A growl reverberated deep in his chest. “I need you to be safe.”

      “Then let’s deal with our real enemies and not fight each other.”

      Footsteps skittered in the hallway outside. Somebody needed us.

      I stole another kiss, and his tongue delved into my mouth as if he might never get another chance, as if only he and I were left in the world, and that was enough. That would be our heaven. A heaven of winter wilds, his lips on mine and a tiger tearing through forest ferns with me clinging to his back.

      With a groan of protest, he relinquished his hold on me and reached for his clothes as Leena burst through the door. 

      Her mouth quirked at the sight of Deven’s bare cheeks as he pulled on his trousers and buttoned up his shirt. “I’d apologise for waking you in the middle of the night, but I can see you didn’t follow the advice you gave to your men. Did you get any rest?”

      I rolled off the bed and searched her face. “Is everything okay?” 

      Her golden hair in a messy bun reminded me of when she’d come home from the hospital in her nursing days before we left Boundless Bay. Her fingertips were plummy from the fruit she had been magicking up for the resistance. “You’re both needed in the hall.” 

      Deven grunted. “We guessed as much.”

      She gave him a pointed look. “Yuvan told me you risked a run through the forest yesterday.”

      The air disappeared from the room. He’d promised me he’d be careful.

      He kept his focus on my sister. “It’s not Yuvan’s job to keep track of my movements. He’s not my servant anymore.”

      “If you’re captured by Prem...”

      “Then I’ll make him pay.” His face was unyielding. Like he wanted Prem to find him. “I can take care of myself, Leena.”

      “Fine. Then I’ll worry about my sister.” Her mouth turned downwards as she looked around. “I wish you weren’t so determined to stay here. It’s barely a room. There’s not even a washbasin.”

      I swallowed my rising dread at the risks Deven was taking and deadpanned. “The spell didn’t account for plumbing.”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” She huffed. “You should both be at home with us.”

      “What would the people think? We’re no more important than anyone else. We can make do just like they can. And I like that you, Aanya, Grandfather and Nani are together. It makes me worry less.”

      “What about how much I worry? I’ve already lost one sister. Maybe I need the comfort of having my other sister close.”

      Leena wanted me close, but being near her was a reminder of losing Sitara. It made the grief pangs in my chest sharper. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

      The comparison hung between us. How her magic was nurturing green witchcraft that allowed flowers and fruit to grow, although it could be wielded as vines and thorns. How mine pulsed with darkness—I could create, yes…vessels that contained spells, awaken sleeping gargoyles, raise walls and fortresses—but I could also rip trees from the earth, cause rockfalls and bore chasms in the earth where men walked. I could kill as easily as she grew. Maybe that is why fate had chosen me for this role.

      A dark queen for a dark kingdom, if the seer was to be believed.

      Leena’s mouth opened like she wanted to protest, but her shoulders slumped in defeat at my stare.

      “You have my promise. I won’t let anything happen to her.” Deven buttoned his borrowed civilian shirt. “Kiya’s right. The people need to see that we’re willing to suffer alongside them and fight for them.”

      Leena’s shoulders slumped. “Well, that’s that then. Get dressed. I’ll wait for you in the corridor.”

      My throat was tight as I threw on a few layers, tidied my unruly hair and tucked one of Deven’s sheathed daggers into my waistband. He no longer wore his belt of daggers; it had become another discarded part of his identity. Tigers had no need for daggers when they had razor-sharp teeth and ferocious claws. But I embraced the serrated steel. The tangible weight of it against my skin reassured me. I might have shown Leena bravado, but I was worried, too.

      A blade between an enemy’s ribs was more reliable than magic.

      Old me would have been horrified that I carried a knife. Hell, old me would be incensed that I prioritised anything other than pottery. But it was impossible to live an ordinary life when the world was bigger than I had ever imagined.

      Your anger makes you strong. Violence is the only way, said the chorus of gargoyles in my mind.

      The night air vibrated with the promise of evil, and I blinked away its slithering embrace.

      We followed my sister through the fortress. The scent of communal cooking—aloo paratha, dosa and sambar—filled my nose, as well as the lingering smell of sweat and fear rising out of pores. Those who remained had forgone regular hours to pitch in with chores. The fortress bustled with men and women building makeshift beds, frying dough and sharpening swords. But as we hurried past, our resistance fighters laid down their tools and woke their sleeping kin. Hushed conversations echoed through walls. Bleary faces spilt out of their beds and joined the footsteps towards the hall.

      Dread ratcheted up in my chest. “Leena, what is it that couldn’t wait until morning?”

      She turned, her face bleak. “The factions are at each other’s throats. They want you to settle it.”

      The gargoyle’s breathing pulsed in my mind like the drumbeat of battalions trudging across a vast plain. They had chosen me as their leader, but I didn’t even know if I could be a good one. If not—even if my knife stayed sheathed—there’d be more blood on my hands than I could ever hope to wash off.
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      We made our way through the murky halls of the fortress, keeping close together. The general’s arm sometimes brushed mine as though, even subconsciously, he wanted to close the distance between us. Strangers jostled for my attention, calling out my name with reverence and placing their hands on their chests in solidarity. Then there were those whose eyes flickered with unease or deceit, whose lips curled down or who retreated into the lingering darkness as we passed.

      Deven’s protective instincts flared. You could take away a man’s standing, but his soldier’s discipline remained. His hand settled in the small of my back, and his gaze swept our surroundings for threats, lips compressing at the unfamiliar terrain and the shadows that danced up uneven walls and stout columns.

      The sacred banyan tree’s sprawling roots intertwined with one fortress wall, its body divided between the enemy’s territory and ours, a symbol of the divisions in the kingdom. The people strung messages of grief and yearning on the portion of the sacred banyan tree that stood within the fortress. Fluttering notes of hope that hung on its branches like delicate ornaments in the moonlight. Each note told a story: a plea for safety, a remembrance of loved ones on the other side of the divide, dreams and prayers for the future, and expressions of gratitude to the stranger, the earth witch. To me. The woman they believed might be a turning page in Jalapashan history.

      My hasty witchcraft hadn’t allowed for great architectural feats.

      I’d crafted a refuge for the resistance in the heat of urgency. The fortress stretched over half the houses in the kingdom, a black behemoth compared to the gleaming white of the raja’s palace. It was rough around the edges, born of need, not cunning. Its walls consisted of large stones and clumps of soil melded together. Small window crevices punctuated the walls, allowing in only slivers of light and trickles of ventilation as if gloom blanketed the resistance. Harya, the lion-maned gargoyle leader, was pleased about the defensive advantages of the narrow apertures that allowed us to survey the raja’s army without being overlooked. But there was no doubt that the fortress was a monstrosity, devoid of embellishments to soften its hard edges.

      It made me fear my own potential for darkness.

      Even so, the fortress had become a beacon of hope for some. A small stream of citizens sought sanctuary amongst us, but I worried about those left behind. People like Lokesh Saheb, the royal tailor, who had been kind to me, but who had built a life too comfortable to leave behind. The gargoyles I sent to guarantee the safety of those fleeing encountered only minor skirmishes. Reeling from the desertion of key members of his court, Prem had taken a few days to regroup. But we knew the respite wouldn’t last. That every desertion was an insult that would only fuel his bloodlust.

      Others—loyal to the raja or fearful of incurring his wrath—abandoned their homes within the fortress, their curses rattling in my ears. I watched them leave with a stone in my chest, knowing I had fractured the foundations of their lives. This isn’t your fault, Deven had said yesterday. They’ll be thankful when all is said and done. But he couldn’t hide the pulse of worry in his midnight eyes. Neither his kisses nor sombre words of counsel washed away the taste of bitter regret on my lips.

      Sitara wouldn’t have fumbled in this situation. She would have known what to do.

      Her magic had been clever and intentional; mine was raw, instinctive, unbridled.

      I missed her so damn much.

      We’d been blessed with a long goodbye. It was more than we’d ever got with our parents, and I was grateful. But suspending grief didn’t make it easier to bear. We’d been each other’s comfort blankets for so long. Her absence magnified my lack. Without her—especially in this magical world she had fought so hard for us to be a part of—I was a lonely satellite nudged out of orbit, drifting out into the cold. Small, petty things were impossible to achieve, and meaty problems were utterly hopeless without her counsel.

      That same desolation haunted Leena’s eyes, although it irked me that she’d admitted in the labyrinth that she was ready to let Sitara go. Sisters belonged together. Sitara’s death was as disorienting as finding a star missing from a familiar constellation. I’d give anything for one last meal together as a three, one last peal of laughter, one searing argument even—a tumble of words that ended in making up over cake—because the world was always imperfect, but having sisters was a balm against its storms.

      Sitara’s not done with you yet, Mahi had said, the way an old auntie sidestepped the painful truth and chose hollow comfort instead. I wanted to believe the beautiful lie. I really did. I wanted to sleep all day and glimpse Sitara in my dreams. I wanted to go home to Boundless Bay, rummage in her closet, and bury my nose in the lingering scent of her orange and magnolia perfume before it faded.

      But war was coming, and the resistance was counting on me.

      The skies above Jalapashu were dark, but one thing was crystal clear: the coven’s wards would only hold for so long. Then the raja would be at our door, teeth and claws bared.

      My sister grimaced outside the hall. “Brace yourself. It’s intense in there.”

      “If it’s too much…” Deven held my gaze, aware of every flicker of my emotions.

      We both knew that from the moment we’d opposed the raja, there was no turning back the clock. There was no mercy for us or those loyal to us unless we saw this through. Defiance was like that. One disobedient act snowballed into another until you were too far changed to slip into the mould that had once been you.

      I sucked in a ragged breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

      We entered the hall to voices surging like a river in monsoon. This part of the fortress had formed over a central junction in Jalapashu. Remnants of the streets were discernible underfoot: potholes, gullies, the edges of pavements and gloop from where old men had spat tobacco. Candlelit lanterns swung from open rafters that revealed a patchwork of the night sky and a restricted view of stars. Through here, the gargoyles launched themselves into the air and up onto the barricades.

      Half the resistance had shunned sleep to be here. Sixty-odd men and women milled in small groups. They sat on improvised seating made of wooden crates, salvaged planks and assorted cushions. Maps of the kingdom had been secured by rocks against gusts of wintery wind. We were a melting pot of those thrown together by circumstance: the young and old, the poor and powerful, the magical and non-magical, merchants and artisans, soldiers loyal to Deven and a few lowly members of the raja’s court. The gargoyles, stern and vigilant, invoked jittering awe and horror from those unused to their breathing stone forms. I recognised familiar faces amongst the strangers: Deven’s sister and her family; Nitin, the court poet; Jilu and Radha, the chefs from Biryani Junction; Farida, our neighbour who had taken the emergence of the resistance to leave her husband; and the prisoners and one guard that Leena had befriended when the raja had jailed her. Beneath my feet, the earth hummed from the residual energy of my magic.

      “Over there.” Leena pointed towards our inner circle.

      We plucked away towards them, and I realised that this group of people—however dysfunctional— had become my lifeline: our friends, our allies, our family.

      Mahi looked worse for wear. She’d given herself a hacked pixie cut after emerging from the labyrinth. Both her face and her harem trousers were in desperate need of a wash. Her twin stood at her side, his skin smooth and his temples only sprinkled with grey, in contrast to her silver locks and deep wrinkles. They had been inseparable since his return from the time-warped labyrinth. My grandparents were awake too, their faces tired and drawn. Merlin, who avoided large crowds, peeked out from behind Aanya’s legs, his whiskers still drooping from the ignominy of being turfed out of our bedroom.

      The seer’s dour face brightened when she spotted us. She rolled her eyes as we approached, and her parrot familiar mimicked her. “It started in the kitchens. A rumble of discontent. You’d think the ungrateful sods could have waited until morning. Instead, they pull me out of bed smelling like a skunk.”

      Deven’s mouth quirked. “We’re here now.”

      Assuaging the people’s fears wasn’t Mahi’s forte, but she’d already given us the gift of a vision: that the Amber Hollows were empty, at least for now, until whatever endemic magic in those caves produced more over the millennia. So Prem’s greed for more topaz, or his taking the fight to Boundless Bay, was one thing we didn’t have to worry about. Fighting the battle on our doorstep was hard enough. I bent down to caress Merlin’s sooty ears, then stood, steeling myself for the onslaught of opinions.

      The voices came at us thick and fast from rebels huddled together to ward off the chill.

      “We can’t just stay here, praying that the wards won’t fail.”

      “Our food stores are already low. What will we eat?”

      “The earth witch should invoke the duel. Why wait?”

      “What if the raja’s powers grow? What will we do then?”

      “Prem Kumar’s wrath won’t fizzle out. Unleash the gargoyles on him.”

      A few lone voices spoke up in favour of patience. Farida. The chef, Jilu. One of Leena’s cellmates.

      My chest tightened at their desperation. Not everyone had been lucky enough to have their homes on our side of the divide when the fortress was erected. Some displaced citizens had been forced to share quarters. Already, there had been sparks of temper and barbed words that couldn’t be unsaid, however regrettable. Winning the throne was our dream, but the basic needs of the resistance had to be our priority. If we couldn’t meet their needs for food, water, warmth and hygiene, we were worse than Prem.

      A farmer spoke, his weathered face mottled with capillaries, a landscape etched with the scars of honest labour. “We’ve taken in six people. Not everyone here is so generous.”

      “Tell that wife of yours to stop whispering in your ear,” came the prickly response from Lata, once the raja’s courtesan and now part of the resistance. “You have your home. Many of us aren’t as lucky. The raja’s men have already looted my apartment as punishment. The scouts tell me my keepsakes have been tossed into fires. Photographs of my beloved father. My mother’s jewellery. And you’re worried about sharing your armchair.”

      “Your opinion isn’t wanted here, whore. Last week, you warmed the raja’s bed.”

      A scuffle broke out between the farmer and an enamoured young man defending Lata’s honour. Violence of volcanic proportions bubbled beneath the surface of us all, a primal force fuelled by the potent blend of fear and scarcity. Rebels jeered. Even in the quiet ones, excitement bubbled beneath the appearance of civility. Prem had primed them to act this way, to enjoy spectacles and gain release from violence. A shiver crawled up my spine.

      He could have been my husband.

      “Enough.” The rich blue of Menon’s wizard’s robes had once mirrored the night sky. Now, they had surrendered to a washed-out grey. Hints of mossy green peeked through patches where repairs had been attempted, and arcane symbols hinted at his knowledge of the mystical arts. He was handsome once you got past his brown eyes clouded with guilt. Slim and elegant, with a noble brow and sensual lips. “This is what the raja wants. He wants you fighting each other and not him. Will you let him win before the war has even begun?”

      The bearded farmer shook off the men who held him back. “I want to hear from the earth witch. How long are we expected to endure? What will we eat? Where will we wash and shit when household appliances fail, and we don’t have access to the outside world and our supply chains? When the raja holds access to our fields and our livestock dies?”

      Harya, the lion-maned gargoyle leader, swung his ridged tail with its pointed arrow tip. He unfolded wings that were as sharp as scythes and turned them towards the people in a show of force. I will silence the rabble for you without you uttering a word.

      “The witch can’t even control them,” shouted someone amidst the rising terror. “What’s to stop history repeating itself? What’s to stop them killing us?”

      My commands lashed out like a whip. No! We protect the people. We never side against them. The gargoyles’ instincts had been shaped over centuries, and though they answered to me, they were not easily remoulded.

      Sindhuja, always the outlier amongst the gargoyles and sometimes vilified for it, filled our bond with a rush of warmth as Harya retracted his wings, grumbling.

      Satisfied that I had made my point, I insulated them both from my mind, grateful for Mahi’s insistence that I work on my gargoyle sound-proofing skills to maintain some semblance of thinking space. Even though I had asserted control, doubt swirled in the rebels’ faces, and they skittered away from the gargoyles interspersed in the hall.

      How could I blame them? It wasn’t easy for the people to trust the gargoyles in their midst. They remembered the warnings whispered to babes in cradles. The stories revisited in the kingdom’s school about ancestors slain by these very same otherworldly creatures on the instructions of a barbaric rani. Almost all, barring children who didn’t know better, shrank from wings and tails and protruding teeth–once mere chiselled details–that were now as menacing as bayonets. Even though Sindhuja softened her stony edges by wearing a daisy headband conjured by Leena.

      I saw it in their wild-eyed expressions that they weren’t sure if they had leapt from one devil’s bed into another’s. That their fear clawed at them. That we had to offer them hope. And though I knew Deven was right by my side, that he commanded the respect of the people, he was still and quiet. He was prepared to put his body on the line to protect me, but he didn’t offer his words. He didn’t think it was his place. He thought it was mine.

      But the vein that throbbed in his jaw and his imploring eyes told me that he, too, sensed the tipping point: how this group of people brought together by scraps of hope, aspirations and loss might turn on each other. How we might lose control.

      In private, he’d impressed on me over and again that wars were won and lost on moments like this. Either I kept the people’s trust, or I didn’t.

      I raised my voice above the din. “The gargoyles won’t hurt you. They’ll protect you.”

      The rebels quietened, though I hadn’t uttered a spell or threatened my magic.

      Our previous sacrifices had bought us attention, if not loyalty.

      A glimmer of a smile played on Mahi’s lips as if she knew what I was capable of even before I began. I took in their expectant faces around me. There were over a hundred souls in the fortress and perhaps two hundred more loyal to Prem, all embroiled in this tussle for power. I trembled at the assumption that I had all the answers. I hated that they had made me the focal point of authority. The juxtaposition of potholes and open sky made me think we could just as easily soar as falter in the coming days.

      God, I had no idea what I was doing.

      My throat was clogged with ash. “None of us chose this path expecting it to be easy. We need to be everything that the raja isn’t. We need to stay kind despite our fears. We need to pull together so everyone carries part of the burden, and no one person carries it all.” I crumbled inside as my inadequate words tumbled out.

      The farmer huffed in disdain. He spun towards Mahi, and the mood of the crowd blackened further. “This is your queen-in-waiting, seer? How is talk of togetherness going to protect us from a violent foe? She controls the gargoyles. If she is so powerful, why doesn’t she end it all now? She could be our queen. But she’s too frightened to duel the raja and settle this matter once and for all. Even though the old laws demand it.”

      I trembled in the glare of their attention, and Deven drew imperceptibly closer. Two nights ago, I had ridden through the starry night on his striped tiger back. When he had returned to his human form, we had caught our breath under a weeping willow. Shadows flittered over the sharp cut of his cheekbones, and I smoothed back the wayward curl of his black hair as he told me I’d have to become accustomed to the discomfort of not always being liked in the crucible of leadership.

      I wanted to be queen. The labyrinth had coaxed that murky truth from me.

      But wanting something wasn’t the same as being capable of it.

      “It should be him,” called out a stranger. “The general should duel his cousin. He has the right to the throne. He has defeated him once before but refused to land a killing blow.”

      My grandfather furrowed his bushy brows. “Show some respect, or I’ll teach you some.”

      A shout from the crowd. “You’re no longer the raja’s enforcer, Prakash.”

      “It’s not my path to wear the crown,” said Deven with quiet resolve. “It’s Kiya’s. I will do everything to make that day a reality.”

      “The general would be a good and fair raja,” said Mahi. “But my visions have never mapped a path for him to take the throne. We have one chance to defeat the raja, and she stands here. She has courage and strength, and her instincts haven’t failed us yet. She and her sisters mined the last jewels from the Amber Hollows. The ancient gargoyles breathe again because of her. My brother is freed from the labyrinth because of her. Prem Kumar is weakened because of her. And yet, you fools require more proof.”

      Years of conditioning meant that Jalapashans respected strength above all else. But I wanted to show empathy, too. After all, how were we to build a new world together if the foundations remained as rigid and unfeeling as before? “Prem Kumar oppressed you. He took your homes. He collected unjust taxes. He decided who has the right to magic and who deserves Jalapashu’s riches.” My grandfather shifted uncomfortably, but the hum of approval spurred me on. “Like me, some of you have lost loved ones. Perhaps you want justice. Or revenge. Perhaps you dream of a better world. Perhaps you crave freedom. Or perhaps you live under the fear that you might anger the raja in some innocuous way and find claws at your necks. Maybe you just want to be safe. I understand your motivations because they are my own. Prem Kumar can’t be allowed to remain on the throne.”

      Faint murmurs of assent punctuated each of my statements.

      Pride glimmered in the seer’s eyes at the change in mood. She unleashed Babbu from his perch on her shoulder in celebration. He spun overhead in a dazzling whirl of emerald green feathers as if heralding the new shoots of our movement. You carry destruction and creation within your soul, Mahi said when we found her in the labyrinth.

      I wondered how much of this she had foreseen, how much she kept secret from me, how much these decisions were my own or twists of fate. I could paint our resistance in the vibrant hues of defiance, but the obstacles before us were too mountainous to chisel away.

      Could I really be the queen Jalapashu had been waiting for?

      Or was I the spark of hope that the raja would snuff out?

      I opened my mouth before I could second-guess my instincts and fixed the farmer with a stare. “You wanted answers. Well, this is what I can tell you. You’re right. The fortress and our wards won’t protect us forever. Violence will come to our door, and we will be ready. The gargoyles have been on scouting missions. They are our eyes and ears beyond these walls. We won’t be caught off guard, and Mahi’s visions will help guide our way.” My tone hardened. “But you’re mistaken if you think I’ll share our strategy here. There are those here tonight who wish us harm or failure. Those who are loyal and lend their skills to the resistance will be richly rewarded when the time comes. But if you harbour any intention of stirring up trouble, leave freely now or suffer the consequences.”

      Tension hung thick in the air as the resistance absorbed my ultimatum. My mind pulsed with a command for the gargoyles to step forward. Their movements synchronised eerily: stony candlelit flesh rippled with corded muscle, eyes like voids absorbed all light, spiked tails that resembled a scorpion’s barbs slashed. A shiver traced up my spine as I used fear as a tool for respect, and I wondered if Prem had started this way: with good intentions but too much power.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Deven’s glinting eyes warmed me like the flames in a hearth.

      I gave a grim nod, satisfied that I had solidified a fragile allegiance.

      I should have known better. I should have known how swiftly danger materialised in this kingdom, how alliances dissolved as quickly as they formed. That a stranger couldn’t simply wrestle control in a stranglehold of power, however well-meaning. That the complex dynamics of Jalapashu would take a lifetime to learn, even though this had been our mother’s birthplace. That authority and respect were currencies with a steep price, and sometimes, that price was blood.

      I didn’t hear the serrated dagger whistling through the air towards my throat.

      I didn’t sense its lethal trajectory.

      I heard only Deven’s furious bestial roar.
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      Somewhere, Leena cried out an anguished warning.

      I pivoted as the dagger shot through the air, carving a line through the air towards my throat. At that moment, I forgot my training. Forgot the lightness in my feet that Deven had encouraged me to practice, the instinctive dance of battle, to duck and weave and protect my body. I froze as the blade glinted, seconds from winning new blood. My blood.

      Deven’s breath went still. I didn’t see him move, but suddenly, he was there, intercepting the trajectory of the blade. His fist flashed with claws, and his coal-black eyes deepened in intensity as though he might shift there and then, before all the people. He was all coiled rage and primal instinct, as though he’d devour my assailant until there was nothing left. Wild eyes flickered to me, and then he pushed into the crowd, seeking my attacker.

      Then all hell broke loose: a wall of noise, grasping hands and surging feet.

      At Mahi’s bidding, Babbu swooped down to secure the dagger. Shock, astonishment and subtle satisfaction played on the faces around me. I didn’t stop to identify friend from foe. Didn’t stop to mark out whose eyes gleamed with perverse delight. The gargoyles pulsed in my mind, frustrated at how I’d muted our connection, how they were most effective as war machines. There was no time to pacify them. Men—Deven and my grandfather amongst them—already surrounded my attacker.

      I pushed through the crowd, my fingers splaying against my own sheathed dagger. At my feet, Merlin stayed close, oh so close, ears flat against his sleek body. Deven had careened ahead of us, hauling my attacker off the ground by the scruff of his neck. He’d retracted his claws through sheer force of will, lips tight with effort.

      The breath in my lungs thinned. It couldn’t be.

      A child. My attacker was a child of no more than ten or eleven years old.

      A child with piercing blue eyes and a pinched mouth. I studied him, heart clanging against my ribcage. He had a steely belligerence that was at odds with his tender age. Despite his violent act, despite the witnesses, he wasn’t scared. His hands hung loose, and his feet dangled, almost relaxed, as if he had determined he might get caught and didn’t care. He didn’t tussle with Deven, didn’t try to escape or flinch when men rapped his head with their knuckles. His embroidered clothing suggested he came from a well-off family. He had an edge to him, as though he was accustomed to navigating a harsh world. As though he’d long since lost his innocence.

      A shiver of unease swept through me. Others lurked within the resistance, wishing me harm. But it was a child who had taken it upon himself to act. “Put him down, General.”

      Deven’s obsidian eyes darkened to the hue of the deepest night. His voice was a rasp of pain, laced with a growl, like the life he had built had been taken. “That title isn’t mine anymore.”

      The tiger waited just beneath the surface, still. “Of course. All the same, put him down.”

      Passion sparked from his eyes, volatile and unquenchable. “He tried to kill you.”

      My mouth was like sandpaper. “Deven, he’s unarmed. He’s a child.”

      With a curse, Deven released his grip and motioned for the men to block any escape routes. The boy slid to the floor and regained his footing. His icy eyes widened at the hare, whose whiskers quivered in anxiety, and then—as if shaking off any childlike affinity to animals—squared his shoulders.

      I squatted to face him and he didn’t show a lick of fear. “What’s your name?”

      Cobalt eyes found mine as he ground out the words. “Like you care.”

      Merlin nudged around me, liquid gold eyes fixated on the boy. Broken children had always called to me, but this boy’s flaws and hurts didn’t seem small enough to patch up, even with time. There was a gaping chasm where naivety and faith in the goodness of the world had once been.

      I kept my voice soft, though my heartbeat clattered. “Why do you want to kill me?”

      The boy flexed his hands as if he lamented his missing dagger, as if he wished he had it still so he could bury it in my neck. “You’re nothing. But you act like you’re everything.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      A smirk lifted the corner of his mouth. “If you die, we can go back to how things were.”

      What made a child so bleak, so damaged? “Where are your parents?”

      Nothing. Nothing except venom in the boy’s eyes and a tight mouth.

      This wasn’t getting us anywhere. I glanced around. “Does anyone know him?” There was a communal holding of breath. A silence pregnant with uncertainty and mistrust. No one came forward, even though the kingdom was small enough for everyone’s intimate affairs to be common knowledge. Even though someone must have cared for him. “Mahi?”

      The seer snorted. “Don’t ask me. I barely tolerate adults.”

      “Your face. I know it.” My grandfather rubbed his temple as if trying to solve a knotty problem. As if he was mentally ruffling through the filing cabinet in his office. The raja’s enforcer, guarder of secrets, master manipulator. “Tanay. Your name is Tanay. You’re one of Prem Kumar’s strays.”

      “Prakash–” Nani wrung her hands. “No need to hurt the boy’s feelings.”

      Grandfather lowered his voice a notch, but it still carried as he turned to me in explanation. Perhaps the mark of his lingering authority or an old man’s failing ears. “Prem has sown wild oats over the years. He pays the mothers a monthly sum, enough to keep the children well clothed and fed. But he shows no interest in being a father to illegitimate children. Against my counsel, I might add.”

      Behind me, Deven unleashed a growl.

      My eyebrows snapped together. So we had the raja’s son.

      The boy’s flushed cheeks told me the explanation stung. “Shut it, old man.”

      Grandfather gave a disgruntled harrumph, but Nani put a hand on his arm, saying to the boy with infinite gentleness, “I know your mother. Sunita is a kind, humble woman. A seamstress, isn’t she? She’s chopping okra in the communal kitchen. She’ll be ashamed to find out what you did here today. Let’s hope your little brother doesn’t follow in your footsteps.”

      Limp locks framed Tanay’s face. For a moment, he looked stricken, like Nani’s tenderness had pierced his armoured heart. Glacial eyes thawed, too, when they flickered to Merlin’s twitching whiskers and drooping ears. But by the third breath, Tanay toughened up. Eyes so like his father’s—full of loathing—narrowed on me where I still crouched before him. “My mother hasn’t made a good decision since she fell into the raja’s bed.” He sprang for my neck, his wiry hands reaching out with unexpected strength.

      But this time, I was ready.

      I repelled the surge of gargoyles in my mind offering aid and crushing retribution, shifted to avoid Tanay’s grasp, and Merlin tripped him up with one long sooty foot for good measure.

      The boy sprawled on the hard ground with a grunt.

      A witch, a witch, a witch, intoned the gargoyles. A queen-in-waiting and a witch.

      Yes, Deven had trained me. But I had so much more. I tuned in to the cycle of my breath to fuel my magic. The hum of the earth sounded in my ears like a musical score. I sensed the living canvas beneath the leather soles of my shoes: cracked concrete imprinted with the footfalls of long-departed citizens; damp soil teeming with beetles in iridescent armour; the subtle tug of gnarled tree roots; earthworms carving sinuous tunnels; ants erecting miniature cities; deeper and deeper still to decay and rot, rock and lava. With my hare familiar and the coven beside me, I had no fear that my hands wouldn’t do their work or that the spell wouldn’t come. The incantation wove itself in the loops of my imagination and fizzed on my tongue, a communion of vowels and consonants spilling through the air like ephemeral silk. Like an axe. Like a promise. Taṃ grāhaya. I spread my fingers into a tulip shape, lifted them and brought them down. Restraint warring with retribution.

      The concrete peeled up, and the earth roped around the boy’s feet, even as he tried to stand. It solidified there, around his feet and ankles.

      Tanay froze in horror, though he did not cry out.

      He was a child. Just a child.

      The rebels gawped at my show of power. Even those who had grown to care for me baulked at my actions. Their expressions wavered as they considered whether I was friend or foe. If they could take a chance on me. If power would go to my head. In that suspended moment, thoughts flitted across their faces, speculation about how I channelled potent magic without a topaz jewel, unaware that Mahi’s witchcraft had implanted one in my body.

      So my legend grew through choices and circumstances.

      My breath hitched in my chest at Ishaan’s puckered face as Deven’s sister led him away. The words I had uttered before, of solidarity and compassion, suddenly felt false on my tongue, curdling like old milk.

      Even my sister looked at me like I was a stranger.

      Deven’s charcoal gaze met mine, his lips compressed.

      But we both knew I had to make an example of Tanay, however young. I had to show my strength and backbone, even though it sickened me that Prem Kumar also used punishment as a tool of control.

      How else could we navigate the coming days? How else could I cement control?

      “Go to bed, all of you. But not before you surrender every weapon to my gargoyles,” I called out over the biting wind. I didn’t let the mask of my resolve slip. “The boy stays here until morning. No one touches him. No one speaks to him.”

      Tanay’s shoulders slumped, his steely will broken at last.

      Leena implored me in the candlelight. “Kiya, he’s just a child.”

      A murderous child. I avoided my sister’s doe eyes. “Even a child can be a weapon.” I turned to the fishtail gargoyle, whose daisy crown fell in crushed petals from her fist. Her rubbery lips turned downwards as I spoke. “Sindhuja, inform his mother, then return here to guard him.”

      He was just a child, whirled the merry-go-round of my thoughts. He was Prem’s son.

      A sheen of perspiration dotted Mahi’s upper lip. Her gaze shifted uneasily as she interlocked her arm through her brother’s. “You’re right to be wary. There are threats inside the fortress as well as outside it. We’d do well to remember it.”

      Then why did I feel like I was losing myself before the war had even begun?
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      With dawn so close and my gnawing conscience offering no hope of sleep, our inner circle gathered at Mahi’s tall, narrow house. While the hall formed the meeting point for the resistance as a whole, the seer had offered her shadowy, leaning home as our command centre.

      We accepted, and Grandfather named us the Council of Rebels, as though some hidden part of him still hankered after grand titles and palatial rooms.

      In Mahi’s house, secrets lingered like ghosts. I could sense them in the dust that coated my skin, in the heavy clouds of incense and the brittle leaves of neglected plants, withering in corners. With its sealed-shut, chapel-like windows, mystical objects and decades-old spellcraft to keep out prying eyes, it was the perfect venue for our discussions.

      The seer had cleared a room on the ground floor of the house for our use. Although the door required us to pass through one by one, in a sideways fashion, she had managed to fit oversized furniture inside. A weathered table for ten people dominated the interior, ancient symbols scratched into its surface, together with frayed, upholstered chairs in autumn colours. A tarnished brass orb lit the room with a hazy light as if the room existed outside the normal flow of time. Even the dust particles stood still in the stagnant air.

      We had spent endless hours securing the fortress in the past few days. Then, endless hours again in this room, debating the path forward. Each time, before we had the green light to begin, Nani sprinkled salt around the perimeter of the room, lit incense and placed a fresh bunch of dried rosemary in the middle of the table.

      Her fussing caused a visible swell of annoyance in Mahi every time. In fact, the seer had taken to carrying a canister of tea around with her that seemed to act as a pacifying tonic against the swell of people she now was forced into close proximity with.

      We had sketched out working plans for the first few days. Our first point of order was erecting wards and issuing outlook posts to the gargoyles. The gargoyles also took to the skies over the kingdom to spy on the raja and to scoop up any deserters from the kingdom.

      We each had a role.

      Mahi focussed on piecing together her visions. Menon assessed the strategic usefulness of magical abilities amongst us. They were few and far between, given the majority of those with power opted to back the raja. Grandfather organised the division of labour between rebels in the fortress, overseeing a roster of carpenters, metalworkers, cooks and carers. He also used his knowledge of secret histories to map out who amongst the resistance we could trust and who we should beware. Leena tended to ailments, as she always had, and maintained our food supply with green witch magic, but it wasn’t enough to meet our full nutritional needs. Nani oversaw the cooking, together with Jilu and Radha, whose restaurant had become a sort of mess hall, though the number of mouths to feed was so great that food preparation spilt out of the kitchens at Biryani Junction into assorted homes. Aanya’s singing kept the children and the most anxious among the rebels calm, but her magic depleted quickly.

      She and Leena had already fought a thousand times about how pulling too much on Aanya’s magic was too dangerous and that she should hold back to allow herself to replenish. That wise witches maintained balance or burned out.

      Harya and Sindhuja kept a close eye on simmering tensions, though they needed my say-so to quell any flare-ups. Just in case. Just in case they went a step too far.

      As for Deven, he trained any adults willing to hold a blade and pored every other waking second into war gaming. How to protect our people. The plains a war might be fought on. How the raja might strike.

      Deven pushed me so hard in the training room that I thought I might break. When my magic raged through my veins, and I thought my vessels might overflow, there’d be nothing more left of me than a vessel, a conduit, an empty husk.

      That was my job, Deven said, when sweat gleamed on his skin, and I knew that his muscles burned as much as mine did. When we were so spent that my legs buckled and he brought salve to our room at
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