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Chapter 1
BOSS-I

Boss, they called her now.

Akka, the Raayan word for big sister, if they really wanted something from her, or if they weren’t employees of the Imperial Rickshaw Company. But while Kavi sat behind Massa’s old desk and smoked her beedis and stared at the map of the city and organised steam-rickshaw allocations and haggled with unscrupulous mechanics over the cost of repairs and maintenance and dealt with a whole host of unforeseen, time-consuming setbacks and headaches, she was their boss.

‘Captain?’ Brigadier Thordali said. ‘What do you think?’

To this man, however, ever since he’d recruited Kavi’s people to hold the Kraelish at the chokepoint in the park, she was the captain of the Taemu battalion.

Kavi fought to keep her expression neutral, resisted the urge to whoop and holler, and nodded. ‘And accommodation?’

Thordali, seated in the chair opposite, straightened and rapped his knuckles on the desk. ‘Military barracks, until we find a more permanent solution.’

The hint of a grin slipped through a crack in Kavi’s composure. Three months they’d spent negotiating for this. Three months since the Kraelish assault, when the city of Azraaya had come under attack – for the first time in centuries – by its old Imperial masters; and in the aftermath of which the Taemu had helped with the rebuild: as labourers for construction, as lookouts on the wall, as part of the clean-up crew, and of course, as steam-rickshaw drivers. And now, it was finally happening.

‘How’d you convince them?’ she asked.

‘The military is not the Council, and the generals are not fools,’ Thordali said with a wry smile. ‘There are people in the city besides you and me who want this to happen.’

He was talking about Dharvish, a young politico running for the Azraayan seat on the Council in the upcoming elections, who constantly reminded people that the Taemu had fought for the city. She’d attended one of his rallies when she’d first learned of him and was surprised by his honest, passionate rhetoric: Raaya is not just one people, it is a collection! Call the Gashani down from the hills and mountains. Give Ethuran back to the Taemu, those lost children – those people robbed of their home, dragged across continents, used as meat grinders by the Empire. She was stunned when people around her nodded and applauded.

He spoke about equality. He called out the corruption rampant in the Council. He was fearless. Naively so, and it was only a matter of time before someone in power shut him up. But for now, it worked in her favour.

‘Thank you,’ Kavi said to Thordali now, voice thick with emotion.

‘We should be the ones thanking you.’ Thordali adjusted the collar of his uniform and stood. ‘It will take a couple of days to finalise the papers – we will require each auxiliary to sign, stamp, or thumbprint them.’

And with that, the Taemu would become official auxiliaries in the Azraayan army. They would have their own unit, with her as captain, and each of them would receive stipends and fully-funded accommodation. They would need to attend regular training sessions at the military campus, but could otherwise carry on with their steam-rickshaw work and remain on stand-by.

Kavi’s chair scraped the floor as she stood out of respect. ‘Of course.’

‘I look forward to working with you, Captain,’ Thordali said.

‘Likewise, sir.’ This changed everything. It finally made the Taemu a legitimate part of Raayan society. A small part, barely a cog, but enough to secure them a future in this country.

He nodded, donned his hat, and strode out the door.

Kavi collapsed back into her chair with a loud sigh and a large smile plastered on her face.

Sravan, her erstwhile bodyguard/secretary, poked his head into the office. ‘He’s still waiting.’

She groaned. ‘Send him in.’

‘Boss will see you now,’ Sravan said.

‘Boss? Hah? What boss? Who is boss?’ Subbal Reddy, proprietor of Reddy’s Dead Body Disposals, waddled in, purse tucked under one arm and jowls wobbling as he shook his head in pantomimed disappointment. ‘You can’t control! Every day these fellows are hanging around outside my business – eating, drinking, urinating.’ He counted the offences on his fingers. ‘Kavithri! What are you going to do about my business? My customers can’t even walk to the – aiyo!’ He slapped his head and searched the office for a solution.

Kavi smothered the stub of a half-smoked beedi into an ash tray, exhaled with exaggerated slowness, and reached for her cup of tea.

Almost a year had passed since she’d failed the tests in Bochan. Since she’d met Bithun and trained to fight for a place at the Vagola, the Raayan college for mages and Blades. And now, finally, one more week. She clenched her jaw. The start of the academic year had been delayed by a couple of months – a consequence of the Kraelish assault on the city – but a week from now her training at the Vagola would begin, and Chotu (with Salora’s help) would take over the running of the rickshaw company. Until then … she sipped her lukewarm tea and glanced at Subbal Reddy over the rim of the cup: the man was now talking to the empty divan, glancing at her through the corner of an eye while he beseeched it for guidance: ‘What should I do? Tell me. Who’s going to … if only Massa was here.’

Kavi suppressed a wince. She was not Massa, had none of the man’s charisma or confidence or magnetic energy; but she was doing her best. The problem here was the narrow street the two businesses shared. It wasn’t enough to accommodate the number of steam-rickshaws and drivers she’d put into service. When they weren’t out and about in the city ferrying its citizens, the rickshaws and their drivers loitered in the street outside the office, which, sadly for Subbal Reddy, was also the entrance to his place of business.

From what she’d learned from Massa, and via several uncalled-for and involuntary interactions during the last few weeks, she’d reached the conclusion that Reddy was a man of many faces. He was, at any given moment:

An irredeemable adulterer.

An incorrigible gambler.

And an indulgent and doting father.

‘Reddy-sir, please,’ Kavi said and gestured to the empty chair across the desk.

His gaze softened, and he ceased his discussion with the divan. He liked it when people called him ‘sir’.

‘I have no place to move my people to,’ Kavi said.

He bristled. ‘Now, look—’

‘But I can offer you a kind of recompense.’

‘Recomp?’ He pursed his lips and considered. ‘How much?’

This was what he was after. He didn’t care that the drivers loitered outside his shop front; it was shuttered during the day and pissed on by drunks at night. In fact, she had a feeling that his shop front was exactly that: a fucking front. For what? She couldn’t care less. ‘You’re aware that I will be joining the Vagola as a Blade soon?’

He threw a couple of pathetic-looking jabs at the space in front of him. ‘Fighting-girl ah, you? Yes, yes, I know.’

‘And you know, as a student, that I am allowed to invite two guests to attend the Blade-lock tournament?’

His mouth fell open into the shape of an ‘O’. ‘You mean …’

Kavi nodded. The tournament was an annual tradition at the Vagola, held during the first term alongside its lectures and exams. It was not open to the public, only to the city’s elite, the Vagola faculty, and to guests of the participants. According to Salora, students from the Department of Blades and Warlocks would pair up and fight in an elimination style tournament – any student, first year to third, could enter – where the winners were awarded an obscene amount of cash and would have their names carved into the walls of the Vagola. The Blade-lock tournament was usually accompanied by raucous banquets, miscellaneous revelry, and copious amounts of gambling. ‘I’m sure your son would love to—’

‘All the matches?’ he said.

‘All. Even the ones I don’t fight in.’

He stroked his chin, shrugged, pretended nonchalance, but she had him.

‘You, uh’ – he jerked his head at her – ‘you don’t have friends or family you want to invite?’

‘No.’ She had no desire to allow the only family she had left watch her get beaten bloody; and as for friends, she got along with Salora, but they weren’t really friends, and Bithun was in Bochan, so, no. She had no friends. They were all dead.

‘Deal.’ He flashed her a thumbs-up, adjusted the purse tucked under his arm, and stomped out the door.

She sighed and turned back to the ledger and map spread open on her desk. They needed to find a new steam-rickshaw mechanic for maintenance because the current one – she’d learned after the scoundrel had absconded – had been overcharging her. She needed to find a contact in the municipal office so they could stay up to date with road closures and repairs. And she needed to figure out a more efficient way of scheduling the drivers instead of the free-for-all everyone just tell me when you want to work system that was in place.

Kavi scratched her head, tsked, folded up the map, stuffed it in between the pages of the ledger, and slammed it shut. She reached for Massa’s beedi case and slid the artificed matchstick out the side. She lit up a beedi. Winced as the first drag singed its way into her chest. And sighed as she exhaled and the tamakhu eased the pressure at the base of her skull.

Her brother Chotu, who insisted that she call him Chotu and not the name Appa had given him – Khagan – had banned her from smoking in his presence. I know you can heal, but it’s still a bad habit. Makes you stink, Akka. Makes the place reek. I cannot.

Kavi grunted as she arranged her feet on the desk and the ashtray in her lap. She’d not told him that her contaminated maayin would kill her in another six years. She’d not told any of the Taemu. No point worrying about something now when they’d have to deal with it later anyway. ‘Double-worry’, as Massa would say.

She took another drag and flicked the ash off the tip.

The re-established Imperial Rickshaw Company – which she’d briefly considered renaming until Ratan reminded her that the misleading name (Raaya was, after all, no longer a part of the Empire) had stayed the same for close to three centuries – had breathed new life into the Taemu. Given them purpose. Meaning. They’d gone from living hand-to-mouth, abused and humiliated on a daily basis, eking out a living as rubbish-pickers, drain-cleaners, grave-diggers, servants, beggars, to wearing the khaki shirts of the city’s rickshaw drivers with pride. If Ratan was to be believed, stories of what the Taemu had done during the Kraelish attack had spread, and the other Raayan rickshaw drivers had taken the Taemu under their wing and initiated them into their cultish group. Wearing the khaki shirt, it turned out, was something of a religion. The Taemu even behaved like true-blooded rickshaw drivers: accelerating like maniacs, swerving through traffic, and spitting, swearing, and haggling like they’d been doing this their entire lives. They loved every minute of it.

The only real issue she’d had was the incident with Sravan – the big man who’d fought at her side during the Kraelish attack; who, despite his considerable bulk, was among the gentlest and most thoughtful Taemu she knew (the man was an incorrigible kitten collector). It was why he no longer drove steam-rickshaws and now acted as a pseudo-bodyguard for her. A job he took much too seriously. Sravan had had a disagreement with a customer who’d refused to pay the settled-upon fare, and when Sravan had protested, a passing city guard had arrested the big Taemu for ‘attempted extortion of a citizen’.

They’d dragged him in front of a judge, who’d forced him to kneel while he (the chootia judge) lectured Sravan on civilised behaviour and mocked the Taemu in front of the court:

‘Do you know how to count?’

‘Yes, sahib,’ Sravan had said, eyes on the ground.

‘Oh? So you went to school?’

‘No, sahib.’

‘Did your parents not have the money to send you?’

‘No parents, sahib.’

‘Of course, how foolish of me,’ the judge said. ‘So then, where did you learn?’

‘Hessal – a Taemu elder, taught me.’

‘A Taemu elder!’ The judge turned to his staff. ‘We should get this elder to teach at the university.’

They laughed.

He laughed.

The case had got a lot of attention, and the court, that day, was crowded. Not everyone was happy with the Taemu reinsertion in Azraayan life, despite the support of Dharvish and his followers, and a loud group – most vocal, usually means most idiotic, Massa had once said – had shown up to watch a Taemu get put in his place.

But when the judge had called upon the customer to press charges, the man, previously indignant, had mysteriously changed his mind. He stepped in front of the judge, soaked in sweat, licking his lips, cradling a heavily bandaged forearm, and he scraped and bowed and said it was all a misunderstanding, that he did not wish to proceed. And throughout, he cast furtive and fearful glances at the audience where Kavi stood with Chotu at her side, and she stared back, unblinking, reminding him of the simple threat she’d made at his home the previous night as she twisted and fractured each finger and thumb: if my man is charged, is sent to prison, I will find you, and I will break (crack) your arms (crack) your legs (crack) and I will leave you (crack) alone and friendless (crack) deep within the slums, to fend for yourself.

Was it excessive? Yes.

Had she gone too far? Fuck, no.

She’d made a promise to Hessal: she’d sworn to protect their people. But what she’d decided – alone, in the aftermath of the Kraelish assault on Azraaya, in the vacuum left behind by the friends she’d lost, the truths she’d learned, the family she’d found – was that when she was done, when her maayin had eaten her from the inside out and booted her soul back to Hel, that she would leave her people in a better place. With a better life.

This, then, was to be her purpose.

The sunlight that filtered into the office dimmed, then disappeared as a collection of dark rain clouds blotted out the sun. She took another drag and exhaled.

Chotu didn’t agree with her methods. Said she was behaving like Appa.

Gods, that had stung.

They lived together now; shared the spare room on the second floor of the rickshaw company. She’d been teaching him how to read and write; some history, basic arithmetic – he loved numbers. He’d sit hunched over his little slate with a piece of chalk and scribble and erase and scribble and erase, and then he’d stop, look up at her, and his face would light up. I solved it, Akka. Then, hungry for more, Can I learn something harder? Please? Salora had volunteered to take over his tutoring, Meshira bless her.

He’d told her, not long after he moved in, about what had happened to Appa and their brother Kamith after Appa had sold Kavi to the beggar crew in Dyarabad.

They’d travelled. West first, to see if they could find work in the farms and villages on the Tholar delta. When they were rebuffed, often violently, Appa decided their best option was to stowaway on a ship to the Hamakan Isles. He believed the Hamakans were free of the prejudices that gripped the Raayans on the peninsula. ‘All outsiders are treated the same in Hamaka,’ he’d said.

They could start over. He would find work. The boys would find work. In the meantime, while they made their way to the coast, they still needed to eat, and since no one would give him work, and the local scavengers maintained a vicious monopoly on the rubbish heaps and dens, Appa was forced to steal.

Chotu had been keeping an eye on their belongings the day Appa and Kamith were caught.

Later, he was in the crowd watching when their hands were severed at the wrist. ‘So they will never steal again!’ the village elder had announced to cheers.

They bled to death in the village square. Tied down and powerless. No one would touch them. No one would help or tend to their horrific wounds. When he tried to stop the bleeding, when he squeezed rags into their wrists and pleaded with them to keep their eyes open, the villagers kicked him, offered him the same fate.

Chotu hung his head; said he should have done more, but he was too small, too weak.

‘You are not weak,’ Kavi had said, holding his face in her hands and peering into his eyes while she fought to keep tears from spilling out of her own. ‘You. Are not. Weak.’

A muffled yelp startled her out of her reverie. She blinked. Outside: shouts, scuffed feet, thuds, and the unmistakable sound of glass shattering. Kavi frowned. A disagreement among the drivers? It’d never happened before. She stood. The beedi hissed as she stubbed it out.

A head peeked into the office – with a face Kavi didn’t recognise – and withdrew. ‘Boss, she’s here.’

‘Thank you, Deva,’ another stranger’s voice said. And ducking his head, a man stepped into Kavi’s office.


Chapter 2
BOSS-II

His beige linen shirt, open at the collar, rode up his large shoulders, and he righted it with a sharp tug on the hem. He checked all four corners of the office before his eyes finally settled on Kavi.

He smiled.

She stared.

His large, bloated forearms were covered with row after row of thin, pale scars that ran from the insides of his elbows to his wrists. More scars, overlapping and blending and merging with each other, ran across the circumference of his thick neck.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked, and to be safe, ‘Sahib?’

Still smiling, he walked up to the desk and placed a thick sheet of paper on it. ‘Read it, please,’ he said, in perfect, unaccented, educated Raayan.

Kavi glanced from the paper, which was some sort of stamped, official document, to the man, who nodded in encouragement, while outside the sounds of the scuffle continued to grow louder.

It was hard to tell the man’s age. He could’ve been in his thirties, or fifties, or sixties, depending on the angle – it was his skin. She swallowed. The skin on his face had not aged evenly. Some patches appeared to have aged faster than the rest.

She picked up the document. Read. And snorted. ‘What is this? Who are you people?’

‘My peers, the few still alive, call me Grishan,’ he said. ‘My business’ – he lingered on the ness – ‘and my men are collectively referred to as the Tivasi.’

Her brows shot up. The Tivasi were the second largest gang in Azraaya. Agoma, human trafficking, brothels, ring-fighting, extortion, and to top it all off they’re in deep with the politicos, Massa had said. These chootia are not like the Dolmondas, they don’t walk around with a sign that says ‘I’m a Tivasi’. The only time you find out you’re dealing with them is when they either want something from you, or you fucked with the wrong – Kavi, just stay away from the Lantern district, and you’ll be fine.

She licked her lips, and read the document again, this time with a creeping sense of dread.

Signed and stamped by a Councilman Nashik Faria, it declared that the Imperial Rickshaw Company owed the city 57,235.75 rayals in overdue fines due to incomplete steam-rickshaw licensing and invalid road permits. It went on to state that if the amount was not paid by (a date three weeks past) the company would be declared insolvent and therefore property of the city, available for purchase by any party willing to pay the aforementioned amount. This party, added at the bottom of the paper in blue ink, was Grishan Ltd.

‘We were not notified—’ The commotion outside flared up again: more shouts, thuds, moans, this time accompanied by laughter.

A gruff voice outside the door said, ‘Fucking dogs think they can fight.’

What the Hel? Kavi skipped around the desk, was about to step around the man but he blocked her path with an arm.

‘I own this place now,’ Grishan said, and pointed to the document in her hands. ‘I would like you to acknowledge the transfer of ownership by signing the document, to prevent any disputes or complications down the line. Also, due to the illegal nature of the business you’ve been running, and your failure to pay the fines, the Council will nullify your agreement with the army. Criminals are not allowed in the Raayan military.’

Her eyes bulged. Everything she’d worked for, everything she’d promised her people … ‘We were never told about these fines.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Irrelevant. Sign it, and get out.’

‘What – why do you even want it?’ Kavi said, inching away so the man didn’t loom over her. She needed to think. Surely this was illegal – she grimaced, of course this was illegal. The man was a Raeth-damned gangster who, from the looks of it, had the favour of a councilman.

‘I needed a new warehouse,’ Grishan said.

‘A what?’

‘Warehouse.’

And you couldn’t find anywhere else?

He read the question on her face. ‘I find it distasteful.’

She blinked.

‘Taemu scuttering around the city, acting like they’re the same as the rest of us.’ He tugged on the hem of his shirt then adjusted the collar. ‘Your people have forgotten where you belong. I’m here to remind you.’

The audacity, the ease and confidence that made this man believe he could just show up and take. The veins on her neck stood as she forced her lips into a smile.

‘Sahib, I think you’ve come to the wrong place.’ She crushed the document into a ball and tossed it at his feet.

The change in the man’s face was instantaneous. The light went out of his eyes. The skin around his neck and cheeks twitched and tightened. His mouth thinned to a straight line. He snapped his fingers. ‘Deva.’

Two men – two Tivasi gangsters – stepped through the door, dragging a third, much larger man on his knees.

Kavi’s stomach dropped.

The man on his knees, his face swollen and bloody, met Kavi’s eyes. ‘Sorry, Akka,’ he said and averted his gaze.

A prickling engulfed her spine as she took a step in his direction. Sravan. Why was he apologising? You’ve done nothing wrong. She clenched her fists. ‘Leave him alon—’

Grishan swung at her.

An open-handed blow with barely any back-lift that she began to lean away from, confident that she’d dodge, when his entire arm seemed to contract in mid-air and the speed with which it hurtled at her face doubled.

His open palm caught her flush across the face. Spun her head around with a loud smack! and knocked her off her feet. Sent her stumbling to the ground where she scrambled to stand but lost her balance and fell back down to her knees.

She tried to flex her jaw but found she couldn’t move it. Her ears rang. Lights floated in front of her eyes and exploded. For a heartbeat, she lost track of what was up and what was down. Panic set in. Her rage slipped through her fingers. The air caught in her throat.

Breathe, a voice whispered in her head.

BREATHE.

She swallowed the blood in her mouth. And took her sword’s advice. She gulped down air as she searched the office for where it sat, propped up in a corner behind the desk. She hadn’t drawn the sword, hadn’t used Drisana since the Kraelish assault on the city.

Come, Drisana urged. It wanted to fight. It wanted to taste the blood of the men who’d hurt their people. Get up.

She took a shuddering breath. What was she doing? It was just one hit. She’d dealt with worse. So much worse. Get up. Get the fuck up.

‘Deva, keep her on her knees,’ Grishan said.

A pair of rough hands squeezed down on her nape while a knee was shoved between her shoulder blades.

She grunted. Tried to force her way upright. And gasped as the knee dug into her spine and forced her to stop squirming.

They dragged Sravan deeper into the office. Positioned him so he was facing Kavi, with Grishan standing between them.

‘Akka,’ Sravan muttered.

A gangster slapped the back of his head. ‘Shut up.’

Enough.

Heal me, she commanded, and her Jinn responded.

Blue tendrils of Nilasian maayin, invisible to everyone but her, tore their way out of the bruised skin on her face.

Him. Take it from him. It would shock them. Confuse him. And buy her enough time to get this bastard off her back. Now.

The maayin lunged at Grishan, and was rebuffed.

Kavi’s eyes bulged.

A mage. The man was a fucking mage.

‘I could remove you from the premises,’ Grishan was saying. ‘But you’d just keep coming back, wouldn’t you? Like a leech, you’d live with this fantasy of revenge, even find a purpose in it.’ He gestured to one of the gangsters holding Sravan.

The gangster offered Grishan a small knife, like the one the guava vendors used to slice their fruit.

‘Please,’ Grishan said, accepting the knife, ‘save us both the trouble, and don’t bother.’

The skin on his knife-arm contorted, like something crawled beneath it, and when he lashed out at Sravan, his arm was a blur.

He handed the knife back to the gangster, clean, as if it hadn’t even been used.

Kavi frowned at Grishan. What was wrong with his arm? She glanced at Sravan, and the moisture in her mouth, her throat, evaporated.

She tried to speak, but a thin film covered her tongue and smothered the words she tried to form. All she could manage was a low, pleading moan.

From where she was kneeling, it looked like Sravan had grown another mouth under his jaw. And from this new grinning mouth, oozed thick, dark blood.

His throat had been slit from under one earlobe to the other.

Sravan’s wild eyes searched the office. He coughed. Blood dribbled down the sides of his mouth. His nostrils flared as dark, red bubbles expanded and popped with each wheezing breath.

Vomit burned its way up Kavi’s throat, she swallowed it back down. Gagged. And let it spill down the front of her shirt. Her ears rang with a keening that rose in pitch. Someone was weeping, drawing ragged breaths, and sobbing. Time folded in on itself: the present merged with the past and forced her back into the ruins of Ethuran, where she walked through blackened streets filled with flies and rotting food and muck that came up to her knees and haunted corpses that hung by their necks and swung back-and-forth in the wind while more mutilated bodies naked bloated lined the alleyways where broken things plates toys pets crunched underfoot and the smell, oh, the smell of charred flesh of congealed blood and old vomit and stale piss and shit that clung to the bodies and clogged her nostrils and she sobbed and cried and wiped her face and wept and walked and swallowed the bile and pain and ignored the hollow inside her where her mother once lived – her mother. She moaned.

Amma.

Her chest shuddered. Amma. She cried out. Fell to her knees. Just like Sravan, they’d taken her mother from her, and all she could do while they brutalised her, slit her throat, and bludgeoned her to death, was hide. Hide. And watch.

It’s OK, Kavi, her mother’s voice whispered in her ear. Don’t look at what the bad men are doing – Shhh, it’s okay. It’s okay to hide. Then in the same breath, her father growled, That’s all you’re good for. Stand and watch while they slaughter everyone you love.

You left us, Appa. You sold me. You don’t get to talk.

A low-pitched gurgle filled her ears and Kavi stared at the floor between her knees. At the floor of the rickshaw company. She squeezed her eyes shut. Those were just memories. She was no longer in Ethuran. She was … where was she?

Her head lolled. The air and the men who walked through it turned sluggish. The temptation to succumb to catatonia and let whatever happen, happen, called to her. She sighed. Reached for it. And froze as a pulse of alarm from her sword jolted her upright.

Sravan’s head had begun to tilt back with its own weight, tightening the skin, widening the wound. The gurgling came from his throat.

Grishan stood over him, a lit beedi in one hand. ‘Boys,’ he said, and shoved the beedi into the mouthlike wound in Sravan’s throat, ‘smoking kills.’

His men chuckled.

Grishan made a satisfied grunt and plucked the beedi back out. Flipped it so the orange burning tip faced Sravan, and plunged it back into the wound where it went out with a wet hiss.

Sravan convulsed, and Grishan, gathering a bunch of Sravan’s hair, pulled the big Taemu’s head back, all the way, until it seemed like it would fall off.

There was a soft crack, and the wheezing and gurgling stopped.

Grishan stepped back – not a drop of blood on his fingers, his hands, or his clothes – and gestured to a gangster who set a chair down for him to sit in. ‘Bring the brother,’ he said.

‘No.’ Kavi’s shoulders slumped. ‘Leave him.’

Grishan lifted the crumpled-up document off the floor. Flattened it on the desk. And handed it to her.

‘Pen in the top drawer,’ she said in a hoarse whisper.

Her hands shook, and she struggled to grip the pen, but – with a chest that felt like it had caved in – she eventually signed the document, and robbed her people of their purpose.

Grishan studied her signature, and when he was satisfied, folded the piece of paper and tucked it into his pocket. He waved away the gangster who had his knee on Kavi’s back.

Would they hate her? She’d dragged her people out of their stupor, yanked them out of the darkness and shown them what lay on the other side, and now she was responsible for sending them back to their old lives.

She kept her eyes averted from Sravan’s stiff, kneeling body.

But they would still have lives to go back to.

‘What—’ She swallowed the bile at the back of her throat. ‘What if I get you the money? The fifty-seven thousand you paid.’ She already knew the answer, but she wanted it confirmed. Needed that last nail to be hammered in.

Grishan stroked his chin. ‘When?’

She jerked her head back. Her mouth worked. ‘I can—’ She could ask Bithun. He would help. ‘A few weeks. Maybe—’

‘Where will you get it from?’

‘I can borrow it from a friend.’

He winced. And shook his head. ‘No. I don’t want borrowed money. It needs to be earned.’ He uncrossed his legs and tugged on the hem of his shirt. Licked his lips and leaned closer to Kavi. ‘Why don’t you come work for me? I’ve heard you don’t mind twisting arms, or’ – he smiled – ‘fingers, if you need to. I could use that sort of ruthlessness. I will pay you a thousand rayals a month, and, in seven or eight years, if you save well, you will be able to buy this place back from me.’

She clenched her jaw. He was mocking her. What was she even thinking? And even if he was serious, she’d be dead before—

‘I’ve decided.’ Grishan slapped his thighs and stood. ‘Starting today – no, starting tomorrow, you will work for me. As one of my enforcers. Yes?’

No, she wanted to say. But as he loomed over her, as fresh beads of sweat burst out across her forehead, she was overcome with this need to hide, to do whatever was necessary to keep the man’s unfathomable capacity for violence in check, to keep his face from undergoing that terrifying change. All she could do was nod. And repeat. ‘Yes.’


Chapter 3
ENFORCER

‘What’s his name?’ Salora said, gnawing on the wrong end of a pencil.

Kavi sat hunched over in an interview chair in Salora’s office, deep within the bowels of the Artificed Hydraulics Building where Azraaya’s artificers kept their offices and stored their artifacts. She’d spent a sleepless night organising her people’s return to the slums. Their old huts, by some perverse miracle, stood empty and unused, and once she’d ensured that everyone had a roof over their heads, she’d retraced her steps, collected Sravan’s body – Grishan had smiled and assured her it would remain ‘unmolested’, frozen on its knees, partially decapitated – and arranged for a cremation. The Taemu had stood and watched, deep into the night, as the smoke from the pyre filled the sky above.

‘Grishan,’ Kavi said. The man was a mage, no question about it. The only time maayin failed to affect someone was if another Jinn had claimed them – if they were a mage themselves. As for his class … Biomancer. There’d been an entry describing their abilities in the Diary of an Unknown Mage:

Dangerous, lethal, and batshit insane. Its mages could enhance, modify, and strengthen parts of their bodies.

Status: inactive

Countervail: lifespan

Jinn: Raktha

Suman, the artificer who’d administered the third test to Kavi in Bochan, had told her that Raktha only chose Taemu as its mages, and that in the aftermath of the Methun Revolt three centuries ago, the Taemu Biomancers had been rounded up and executed. The slaughter had shocked their Jinn, Raktha, into silence, and it had not chosen a mage since.

Until Kavi.

Had Suman lied to her? No. Even Drisana, in the visions she’d shared with Kavi, had called Raktha her people’s Jinn. Maybe Grishan wasn’t a Biomancer. But then what else could he be? The way his muscles had contracted, the inhuman speed with which he’d moved, it was the only explanation.

‘His last name?’ Salora asked.

Kavi squeezed her temples and sighed. ‘He didn’t give me his last name.’

The Taemu had insisted that Kavi, along with Chotu, use Hessal’s old hut.

She’d hesitated. The others believed that the Taemu elder had been killed by the Kraelish, but it was Kavi who was responsible for her death, who’d used Hessal as a countervail when she’d escaped her imprisonment and torture.

Her brother had wept, wiped away his tears, and fallen into a deep sleep. She’d tried to sleep too, but as she dozed off a hypnopompic projection of Hessal had stepped out of the walls, walked into a corner, and stood, hunched over, as it judged, accused, and then whispered: You were supposed to protect them. You were supposed to protect us. You were supposed to protect me.

There was no sleep to be had after that. She’d sat and stared at the small idol of Drisana until sunup, when she splashed her face with water, tidied up her hair, and walked down to the army base where she begged for an audience with Brigadier Thordali.

The brigadier had averted his eyes, squeezed her shoulder, and said with a pained expression on his face, ‘My hands are tied, I’m sorry.’

‘And the councilman who signed the document?’ Salora said, snapping her back to the present.

‘Nashik Faria.’

Salora flung the pencil across the office. ‘Hel! If it was one of the others—’ She ground her teeth. ‘I could’ve talked to them, sent a petition. But not him.’

‘Why not?’

‘You don’t know who he is?’

Kavi thumbed an earlobe. ‘Should I?’

‘He’s the councilman responsible for – who was accused of – instigating the Ethuran massacre.’

Kavi sagged. Her insides churned, but all she could manage was an exhausted nod. Everything always came back to Ethuran. Three centuries ago, the Kraelish had slaughtered her people in its fields as punishment for their defiance – for fighting alongside the Raayans in their doomed revolt. And thirteen years ago, the Raayans, out of fear and hatred, had massacred the Taemu in its streets and homes. Kavi, barely eight years old at the time, had watched, hidden inside the walls of their home, as they yanked her mother by the hair, knocked her to the ground, punched, kicked, dragged her by the ankles, slit her throat, and bashed her head in with a rock.

‘He’s barely seen in public anymore.’ Salora said. ‘Some sort of bone disease. But if he’s put his name on that contract, it means either the Tivasi have something on him, or—’

‘Or he’s the one making the decisions.’

Salora nodded. ‘I’ll hire Chotu, say he’s a manservant. It’ll give him something to do and keep him away from the Tivasi. You … just do whatever this Grishan needs. I’ll think of something to get you out of this.’

Kavi could hear it in her voice. The woman was lying; she was as lost as Kavi was.

But at least she was trying. Kavi had expected Salora to cut off all contact after she’d fulfilled her obligation to Bithun and helped Kavi use the Venator – the artifact that had reunited her with Chotu, which had once been used by the Kraelish to hunt the Taemu.

Salora was, after all, Massa’s friend, not Kavi’s. But the artificer had remained in contact and offered to help manage the rickshaw company once Kavi began her training at the Vagola.

‘Thank you,’ Kavi said.

‘How’re the others doing?’ Salora asked.

They’d gathered around Sravan’s pyre, angry, eager to fight. ‘Chootia took us by surprise,’ Jiboo had said. ‘Most of us were away, working, it was four against twenty.’ He’d turned and spat over his shoulder as the others nodded and muttered in agreement. ‘We can fight them, Akka. We’ve faced far worse.’

‘And then what?’ she’d asked, softly.

‘Then we take back the rickshaw company.’

‘There was a councilman’s signature on that document. Do you understand what that means?’

‘Fuck the councilman. The company is ours.’

‘Grishan and the Tivasi have the backing of a sitting member of the Council,’ Kavi had said, louder. ‘They can turn the entire city against us, and they will have the law behind them – the city guards, the military, the Vagola – there’s nothing we can do while the Tivasi have his backing.’

Jiboo had stuck his chest out. ‘We’ll fight them too.’ And the others had echoed him. ‘We want to fight, Akka.’

‘No.’ I cannot lose any more of you. ‘No,’ she’d said again into the silence.

‘Kavi?’ Salora said.

Kavi blinked. ‘Yes – no, they’re fine. They just need to adapt.’

Outside Artificed Hydraulics, in the kind of stunningly bright sunlight that seemed to single out insomniacs for special attention, Kavi squinted at a scrap of paper that Grishan had handed her.

The Golden Caterpillar, 132 Lantern district, opp. Naadan’s Bookshop, it said. The address he’d asked her to report at for her new job as a Tivasi enforcer. And underneath: Ask for Deva.

She tucked the paper back into her pocket and gazed up at the monstrous building. A strange feeling of familiarity emanated from the place. A nostalgia, almost.

Ever since her abduction and torture at the hands of a Kraelish mage – a sickly, tormented man called Jarard – the suppressed memories of her horrific childhood had returned in fragmented bursts. Some pieces, like this nostalgia, would eventually fit with another fragment and make sense. She swallowed and lowered her eyes.

The Kraelishman, Jarard, had drained her for blood, and once the cylinders storing her blood were full, he’d methodically tested the limits of her self-healing. He’d sliced off her eyelids, her earlobes, her fingers and toes; he’d sawn off her arms and legs, crushed her organs, and forced her to use other people as countervails, killing them in the process. People like Hessal.

But Kavi had escaped, and in the subsequent assault on the city had rallied the Taemu to fight the Kraelish through the streets and alleys of Azraaya. But as they fought, more men and women – Raayans – had joined her under the blood-soaked banner that Chotu carried. Brigadier Thordali had recruited her battalion of irregulars to defend a chokepoint against the Kraelish and buy the military time to detonate an artificed weapon. They’d made their stand. They’d held. Until the warlock, Ze’aan, arrived and decimated her people. And after a lifetime of keeping it chained, Kavi had lost control of the berserker and butchered the Kraelish left standing in the chokepoint.

‘Kavi,’ a familiar voice said, ‘what did Salora say?’

Kavi turned to face a bespectacled man in a flatcap who leaned against a steam-rickshaw. Ratan had found her in the slums the previous night and had insisted on ferrying her around while she sorted things out for the Taemu. He owned his own vehicle, so the Tivasi had no claim over him. Asking Salora for help had been his suggestion.

‘Kavi?’ Ratan repeated.

She shook her head.

He sighed. ‘Where to now?’

‘The Tivasi.’

He jerked his head at the rickshaw. ‘Get in.’

‘No. It – I want to walk.’

Ratan crossed his arms. ‘Have you eaten?’

She looked away.

He sighed and slipped into the driver’s seat of the rickshaw. ‘You know how to find me?’

‘Rickshaw stand outside the Picchadi stadium.’

Ratan nodded. Pumped the lever to start the rickshaw. The vehicle sputtered, spat, and came to life. He squeezed the brakes and twisted the accelerator. ‘I still work for you,’ he said. ‘Remember that.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, tried to force a smile, failed, and instead waved as he sped away.


Chapter 4
ENFORCER

Agoma Dream

She stopped at a hawker centre and bought herself a bread-omelette – eggs beaten with chilli, coriander, and cumin powder, tossed with sautéed onions and tomato on a hot plate then laid over a slice of pan-toasted bread. The hawker dramatically finished it off with a sprinkle of salt and white pepper and passed it to her on a folded piece of news pamphlet.

Kavi bit into it, savoured the spice, the texture – the soft, velvety egg vs. the crunchy, buttery bread – and sighed as the warmth from the first morsel spread through her core. She walked and ate; her hunger a temporary distraction from the grief and despair that had kept her up all night.

Azraaya, on the surface, seemed to be recovering from the attempted Kraelish invasion. The rebuild was in full swing, shops and businesses were open, and the streets were once again alive. Kavi licked her fingers clean and dropped the makeshift plate into a large rubbish bin that sat outside a construction site.

But the city had changed. She could see it in the furtive glances people cast over their shoulders – eyes that slid almost subconsciously in the direction of the scaffolded walls the Kraelish makra had breached. Unlike the structures on the ground, the walls would still take months to fix.

In the meantime, Azraaya held its breath while the country prepared for a full-scale Kraelish invasion. It signed new treaties with Hamaka and Fumesh, and extended the armistice over the disputed eastern border with Nathria. It severed all diplomatic ties with Kraelin. Fortified and reinforced its northern borders. And waited for the results of an ‘ongoing’ investigation into how the makra had gotten so close to the capital unnoticed.

Kavi stepped around a stray cow and crossed the street.

Her guess was that the components were transported into Raaya and then assembled in secrecy. Likewise the soldiers and their equipment. It made sense. But no one was asking for her opinion about things, and now she had more immediate concerns to attend to.

Do whatever they need, Salora had said.

Yes, she’d keep her head down, bite her tongue, and do what the Tivasi wanted her to. Salute, grovel, scrape, and bide her time. She’d take the money Grishan promised to pay her each month and share it with the other Taemu. If there was one thing she’d learned from being in the gutter … she frowned. Grappled with the thought. Tried again, and yawned. Either way, what she was trying to logicise was that eventually an opportunity would arrive, and all she needed to do was—

A steam-rickshaw’s screeching honk! startled her off the footpath and into an alleyway.

She clutched her chest. Swore. A person could get killed if they weren’t paying attention on Azraayan streets.

After that, she forced herself to remain grounded; fought to keep her mind from wandering off and focused on getting herself in one piece to the Golden Caterpillar.

The Lantern district was still lurching awake as she wandered into its belly. Most of the businesses – agoma dens, fighting rings, and brothels like the Golden Caterpillar – would only open its doors after sundown, but the subordinate businesses, the ones that relied on foot traffic to the main attractions to thrive, had already raised their shutters. Restaurants and hawkers, beedi and paan kiosks, rum dens, money lenders, physicians specialising in ‘sexual health’, shops that sold various paraphernalia: ring-fighting equipment, brooms, coconuts, trousers, chicken, teapots, massive steel thalis, headgear, chappals, henna, and, for some bizarre reason, books.

She found Deva smoking and chatting with a chaiwallah in the shadow of the wide, four-storeyed Golden Caterpillar.

Kavi clenched her jaw, smothered images of Sravan’s wound and the emotions they evoked, and strolled up behind the man. ‘Sir-ji,’ she said. ‘Boss sent me.’

Deva glanced at her and flashed the ‘two cups’ sign at the chaiwallah. ‘You’re late,’ he said, voice gruff and throaty from what she assumed was a lifetime of filter-less beedis.

‘Boss didn’t give me a time,’ she said.

He shrugged. Offered her a cup of tea.

She hesitated.

‘Take it,’ he said, thick beard twitching as he spoke.

Kavi accepted. Gripped the rim of the cup with thumb and forefinger and brought it up to her chin. She inhaled the heady mix of spice and tea leaves, and blew over it, sending ripples across its surface.

‘The boss is an accommodating man.’ Deva waved the chaiwallah away. ‘On days that you are training – when you’re required to be present at the Vagola, you will be excused from collection. Instead, in the evenings, you will work here.’ He jabbed a thumb at the brothel at his back.

Kavi tensed. ‘He said I was to be an enforcer.’

Deva nodded. ‘You will keep an eye on the clients, ensure peace is maintained, and deal with any disturbances.’

‘A bouncer,’ she said, relaxing.

‘If that’s what you want to call it.’ He sipped his tea and gestured to the shops that surrounded the Caterpillar. ‘On days that you’re not training you will collect protection fees. I will prepare a list for you – names of businesses, dates, amount owed, et cetera.’ He pointed at the shop that sold books. ‘Come, it’s their turn today.’

Kavi fell into step beside him. ‘So, I just ask them to pay?’

‘Ask, request, demand – whatever you have to do.’ He cracked his neck. ‘Get us our money.’

‘And what if another gang tries to extor— collect from these shops?’

‘Then do what these businesses are paying us for. Protect them.’ Deva stopped at the entrance to the bookshop and indicated for her to hand over the teacup. ‘This one owes us three hundred rayals,’ he said, stepping back.

The book shop, it turned out, was a treasure trove of pornography: playing cards with semi-nude Kraelish women painted on the backs; rows of wood carvings on a shelf tagged ‘self-pleasure’; charcoal impressions of couples engaged in intercourse, each selling for a mind-boggling fifty rayals; and the books themselves, mingled among a legitimate collection of novels were spines with titles like: The Snake in the Sari, Pervert Pundit, Midnight Rowdies, a large volume called Fornicate like the Gods, and another one called Sexual Chutney. She should’ve known.

Kavi narrowed her eyes at the shopkeeper. The man sat on a stool behind a counter, reading a news pamphlet while he bit and spat his fingernails onto the floor.

She cleared her throat. ‘Tivasi collection.’

He glanced up, adjusted his spectacles, and peered into her eyes: at the blood-red irises unique to her people. ‘Get lost, bleddy Taemu,’ he said, and returned to his reading.

She sighed. Studied the man while he gnawed on his thumb.

She had no quarrel with him, he hadn’t hurt her or her people. But, ‘Bhai, I don’t want to do this either, but if you don’t pay me they will just send someone much worse. Someone who will not hesitate to hurt you.’

He folded the news pamphlet and slapped it down on the counter. ‘And what else will you take along with my money? Hah? My books? My cards? My—’

‘Just the money,’ Kavi said, hands raised in placation. ‘Three hundred rayals. That’s all.’

‘That’s all?’ He leaned back and made a face. ‘There is no that’s all with you chootia. The money goes to the Tivasi. But for you? What extra things
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