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Dedication
   
For Comet –

you made the beginning easy and the ending hard.
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SHE HAD EXPECTED HER LIFE TO END THIS WAY. 

Bound, gagged, and paralysed – waiting for the sweet release of death. Such was the fate of all mayakari – witches – under the reign of Emperor Adil, ruler of the vast Ran Empire.

She squeezed her eyes shut, unwilling to turn her head to her side. Two other mayakari were already burning next to her, their bodies almost unidentifiable now, a blue flame engulfing their remains. She smelled cooking flesh and tamped down nausea that came raging up her throat like a river snake through a stream. At least they had only caught three.

She prayed to the spirits that her niece had escaped the village with her life. It was better to die old than young, and they needed the next generation of witches to live. 

‘Open your eyes, mayakari.’ 

A deep, rough voice stirred her out of her fervent prayers. A man stood before her, tall and muscular, carrying a longsword, a golden circlet decorating his head. 

Emperor Adil.

She was surprised that he was here in person, visiting a small, insignificant town like theirs. But then she remembered why soldiers were here in the first place: the extensive mines to their village’s east, its iron ore crumbling upon touch, unable to be used and sent to the capital to make steel. 

It sounded as if mayakari magic had been at play, and it rarely was.

She could almost sense his loathing, a seething darkness in him, as if the sheer hatred of her and her kind coursed like wildfire through his veins.

‘Don’t be a coward,’ he drawled. ‘I want you to gaze upon the world as you burn.’ 

She did not want to give him this. She didn’t want to give him anything at all. Yet, she opened her eyes and found herself staring into his as they gleamed. He was gleeful, triumphant in the face of all this death. 

She wanted to curse him. To use her abilities to gift misery to the Ran Empire’s ruler. But she could not. It was not the mayakari way. They were women who used their power to maintain peace, not sow seeds of destruction, it was their code, a mark of their livelihood. Their ability to speak to nature spirits, curse the living, and raise the dead were already powers that humans were wary of, and had kept an uneasy balance between fear and respect when it came to the mayakari. But being blamed for the disastrous Seven Day Flood over a decade ago had been the tipping point. 

Emperor Adil’s doing had caused them to be seen as nothing more than terrors in the night that deserved to be burned. How typical – the powerful fearing power they didn’t understand. 

Even at the end of things, she wished for nothing against him. Karma would find him one day; such was the inevitable, endless cycle of retribution. 

As the emperor grasped a flaming torch and prepared to toss it at her oil-soaked body, she listened to him. She gazed at the world she lived in, understood the violence with which she would die and accepted it. Death would be easier than this. 

She thought of her niece, a little bird in this brutal landscape, and she hoped she would remember, despite everything, the lessons she had given her. That anger solved nothing, that violence hurt those who wielded it as a weapon.

Find peace little bird, she thought as the tendrils of flame licked at her toes. Find peace and let me go. 
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‘KILL IT, ASHOKA.’

Hands tingling with nervous anticipation, Prince Ashoka Maurya drew his bow tight. His target, a deer with large, curved antlers, stood a few feet away. Their footsteps had been so quiet that it hadn’t yet noticed, munching away on a patch of grass with gusto.

To his right, his guard – and oldest friend – Rahil watched him expectantly.

‘No time to dawdle, Ashoka,’ he whispered, tone urgent. ‘Hurry, before it escapes.’

Before you lose your nerve, was what Rahil left unsaid. 

Steeling himself, Ashoka aimed the arrow tip at the deer’s head. His body turned to lead, heartbeat running as fast as a fleeing animal as he gazed at the thick fur and spindly legs. Everything was perfect, from his stance to his lock on the deer. All he had to do was let the arrow fly.

He couldn’t do it, couldn’t force himself to let go. This was an innocent creature who had done nothing to harm him or Rahil, yet here he was about to take its life. 

Let go, he told the part of himself that wouldn’t listen. Let go.

A soft chittering erupted around them as he continued his silent struggle: a beautiful, soothing lullaby that echoed from everywhere and nowhere all at once. 

The air around the deer began to shimmer as a figure appeared out of thin air. A round pink body atop a round head with grey sticklike arms and legs and pitch-black triangular eyes. As it opened its large circular mouth, that same melodic language he had heard floated into his ears. The creature looked like an apparition, a friendly ghost of sorts, but Ashoka knew all too well what this being was.

A nature spirit. 

He rarely saw them unless he ventured out into the forests. They were notably absent in the stark, nature-less palace; the result of his father upending his grandmother’s gardens and replacing them with unassuming manmade ponds and white-stone pebbles where even weeds were unable to grow. 

The spirit began to chatter to the hungry deer, whose head perked up before turning its attention back to the grass. This was a picture of innocence, and he had to destroy it. This wasn’t right.

‘Ashoka,’ Rahil repeated. ‘Don’t become distracted. Shoot.’

‘No,’ Ashoka said loudly, before realizing his mistake. The deer startled, its wide black eyes turning in their direction. Rahil swore.

‘Shoot it, now,’ he ordered, just as the deer began to flee and the nature spirit disappeared.

Ashoka let his arrow fly, watching it brush past the deer’s ear before wedging itself firmly into the trunk of a tree. Within seconds, the creature had disappeared into the wilds of the forest, and he had failed his task, no match for a moving target.

He knew what his father would’ve said if he had been here, he’d heard it one hundred times before:

Weak. Pathetic. How can you not kill a simple animal, child? Your siblings would do it without hesitation.

Emperor Adil always sent him on hunts to prove himself, as if killing an animal demonstrated anything. If he could not come back with a successful hunt, he was a failure. If he came back with his kill, his father would be pleased. That kind of pride was the last thing Ashoka wanted. 

Beside him, Rahil stood up.

‘I’ve taught you to fight, but I can’t seem to teach you to kill,’ he said, but his tone wasn’t admonishing. The afternoon rays filtering through the canopy lit his skin a glorious golden brown, the colour of precious sea glass brought in by Ridi traders from the west. 

‘It’s an animal. It’s an innocent,’ Ashoka said, setting down his bow. 

Rahil appraised him for a moment. ‘Innocent?’ 

Sensing that Rahil was about to launch into an impassioned argument, Ashoka quickly uttered his defence. ‘It does not harm others,’ he said. Unlike his father, who destroyed without mercy, without care for anything else but his own ego. 

‘But is it an innocent when it abandons a defective newborn? When it ventures out into farmland and destroys a farmer’s crops?’ Rahil began before letting out a beleaguered sigh. ‘You’re hanging onto a warped version of innocence, and you know it.’

Ashoka chose to ignore him, but it seemed that Rahil was intent on ruffling his feathers today. ‘You would make a terrible emperor,’ he added, after a prolonged silence.

Ashoka felt his lips tilt downwards. ‘Why do you say that?’ 

Rahil’s crow-black hair swished at his shoulders as he held out his hand for Ashoka to take. ‘You don’t have the willpower to kill when it’s needed,’ he said matter-of-factly.

‘It was a deer,’ Ashoka said incredulously. ‘You think that’s what constitutes a great ruler?’

‘No, that’s what your father thinks,’ Rahil corrected, absentmindedly adjusting the dual broadswords strapped to his back as they made their way to the winged serpents that were tethered some distance away. Venturing into the forestland that lay to the north of the Maurya palace was arduous by foot, so Ashoka had convinced his friend to take the winged creatures instead. ‘Why do you think he sends you out here?’

They both knew why. In a few years, he was to be sent off to govern like his eldest brother, and his father needed a gauge of his mettle. In his father’s mind, performing a simple kill equated to having the aptitude to conduct a complex one. 

Ashoka shot Rahil an exasperated look and rubbed at his close-cropped hair. ‘Are you trying to vex me?’

Rahil shrugged in response. ‘No,’ he admitted, ‘I was thinking about Sau’s summary of the last council meeting. Aarya and Arush had a lot of opinions about the southern expansion. You’ll be there with them in a few years, and you can’t be entertaining ideas that’ll have you laughed out of the council.’

Ashoka winced, thinking of his two brash older siblings. Alone, they were mildly threatening. Together, they were a recipe for destruction. 

‘You know as well as I do that nothing good ever happens whenever Arush and Aarya put their heads together and think,’ Rahil continued.

Ashoka knew it well. When he was nine, Arush and Aarya had freed ten giant water bugs into his bedchambers while he slept. Deathly terrified upon waking, he had yelled for his mother over the large insects skittering around his room. His siblings had found the entire affair to be amusing, stifling their cackles as Empress Manali reprimanded them. Ashoka had hated water bugs ever since.

‘Nothing particularly good came out of that council meeting,’ Ashoka said reproachfully.

‘I was surprised he took Aarya’s suggestion into account,’ Rahil murmured. 

‘Convincing father to burn Kolakola entirely was an insane proposition,’ Ashoka agreed, thinking of the small, unassuming southern township that had only ever been a blip on the map until his father had learned that the iron ore being exported from the nearby mines crumbled the moment they were extracted, and it had temporarily halted the retrieval process. That, and reports of mayakari living in the village had been brought to his attention. Unnatural deterioration of iron ore coupled with the existence of mayakari in Kolakola? It had not been a far-fetched assumption to correlate the two. 

It didn’t stop Ashoka from viewing his father with contemptuousness. He did not understand why the man failed to register the merits of peacekeeping like he did. To Emperor Adil, more power meant expansion. His father was relentless in his desire to grow the borders of the Ran Empire to the natural resource-rich south. The northern half of the continent was all his, save for the snow-laden mountains that separated them from the blue-eyed people of the Frozen Lands. The icy tundra was a far cry from the warm, monsoon-prone seasons of the Ran Empire. 

The south, however, was a different story. 

Slowly but surely, Emperor Adil was advancing downwards, annexing kingdoms he dubbed the unconquered lands and slaughtering the largely peaceful mayakari population as he did. From each annexation came scores of iron ore for steel production, and ironwood to build weapons for the military. The south was also abundant with precious stones, ripe for trade, and used as gaudy decorations in the Maurya palace, but ironwood was his father’s focus. More weapons gave them a better chance in annexing the powerful sea kingdom of Kalinga, thus granting him control over the largest maritime trading hub in the known world. 

‘You don’t think Emperor Adil would really do that, do you?’ Rahil asked. 

Ashoka let out a laugh. ‘What, burn the township? I think you underestimate him.’

His father had departed for Kolakola yesterday. It was unusual for him to make personal trips, but the situation had piqued his interest. Mayakari so rarely fought back against his persecution, and if they did, resorted only to minor disturbances where little was harmed as humanly possible. 

‘He listens to Aarya like she has somehow hung the stars,’ Ashoka continued. ‘I can only hope that one day he becomes receptive to my ideas, but I won’t hold my breath.’ 

His father saw his pacifist ideas as a deficit. And, perhaps most importantly, hated that he did not see the mayakari as the ominous threat he’d made them out to be.

Women of death and shadows, able to speak to nature spirits, curse the living, and raise the dead. From what Ashoka had read of the historical records kept in the palace library, the Ran Empire had not persecuted the witches during his grandmother’s reign, nor during the monarchs who preceded her. In fact, the mayakari were largely peaceful, tending to veer towards scholarly pursuits. They had a towering library built on the outskirts of the Golden City where they studied their own magic, trying to help balance societal advancement with the maintenance of wild lands and its spirits. 

The distrust and hatred of the mayakari originated under his father’s rule. 

He could trace it back to the Seven Day Flood that had impacted the Golden City over a decade ago, a year after his grandmother’s death. Rebuilding efforts had been slow. The young Emperor Adil was the one who made a proclamation asking the mayakari for help in using their abilities to force the nature spirits to regrow the rice crops devasted by flood waters. It was he who had berated the witches for denying his appeal and accused them of gatekeeping their knowledge. It was under his father’s vicious reports of dissenting mayakari that the library had been burned, known witches following the same fate. 

It was a point of pride for his father, the destruction of the library. He always wore the same boastful expression when he recalled that event. 

If Rahil noticed Ashoka’s bitter tone, he didn’t comment on it. ‘Then learn the middle path,’ he said. 

‘If this “middle path” of yours involves acknowledging my father’s cruel methods, then I won’t do it,’ Ashoka scoffed. ‘I could never endorse killing like him.’

Rahil only stared at him, nonplussed. 

‘I won’t kill,’ Ashoka added, gritting his teeth. ‘I would never kill.’

Rahil eyed him curiously. ‘I’m inclined to believe you,’ he said. ‘You can’t even kill a deer, for spirits’ sake.’

‘It didn’t deserve to die!’ 

‘Ashoka, I swear you would catch a fish and then apologize for cooking it.’

‘I would. So what?’ 

Rahil snorted. ‘You’re insufferable,’ he said, turning to lock eyes with Ashoka. His eyes were soft and fearless, the colour of smoky quartz. They were set against lashes that his sister Aarya used to painstakingly wish for in her adolescence. Rahil’s handsomeness had always been the inviting kind; warm and magnetic. 

Ashoka’s heart jumped uncontrollably. ‘And yet you have not left me,’ he said. 

‘Then I must be mad,’ Rahil replied. The ghost of a smile graced his lips as they trudged through patches of overgrown grass. ‘Imagine if you were the emperor.’ 

Wishing for his rapid heartbeat to slow, Ashoka shrugged with an air of pure nonchalance as he listened to the soft cooing of myna birds above. ‘And you call me idealistic,’ he said after a while. The gleaming opalescent head of his winged serpent, Sahry, came into view. ‘Once my siblings decide to have children of their own, the title will still evade me even into my next life.’

Arush. Aarya. Ashoka. That was the order of the Maurya children. Arush would claim the throne, and Ashoka would slink behind them as an infrequent council attendee, wasting his life away in a palace of luxuries.

It was not a life he would find fulfilling. No, he’d long since decided that he needed to be in the thick of things. By being part of the council, he would at least be able to temper the flood of murderous jubilation from his father and siblings. But at twenty-two, he was considered too young. Ironic, since Aarya was not yet twenty-five either but had still been allowed to join. Clearly his age was just an excuse. What a privilege to be father’s favourite. 

No matter. Once he was of age, his father would not be able to argue against royal decrees.

Rahil opened his mouth to respond before he tensed. He held out a hand, forcing Ashoka to stop in his tracks and turned slowly towards a rustling sound coming from the undergrowth just beyond them. Ashoka watched curiously as four spindly legs and a dark brown nose emerged, sniffing the grass curiously.

Another deer.

Ashoka heard Rahil shuffle next to him, heard the soft twang of his bowstring, and realized too late what he was about to do.

Rahil didn’t even blink. His bow was in his hands within seconds, the arrow flying from its hold with dangerous precision. Ashoka looked away and heard a dull thunk followed by a pained whimper. An agonizing silence followed as they waited for the deer to take its final breath. He squeezed his eyes shut.

Weak, his father’s voice, ever the thorn in his mind, echoed in his head. 

‘You won’t even look at it,’ he heard Rahil’s soft voice next to him. 

‘I won’t,’ Ashoka whispered. He couldn’t bear to. 

There was a pregnant pause before Rahil remarked, ‘You have to learn to be cruel before you can learn to be great.’ It was something Emperor Adil repeated often, and it only ever made Ashoka see red. ‘Just tell your father that you killed the deer. Make him think positively of you, for once.’ 

His comment forced Ashoka to open his eyes. Rahil was gazing at him with an expression of utmost sympathy. 

Ashoka scowled. ‘I would much rather disappoint him,’ he said. ‘Come, we need to burn it.’

‘That is a waste of meat,’ Rahil gestured to the deer. He appeared flummoxed by the idea. ‘We should—’

‘Not have killed it? Yes, you are correct,’ Ashoka finished for him. When Rahil shot him an exasperated glare, the fire in his chest dimmed. He had only been trying to help. 

‘I’m sorry, but it did not deserve to die for me to prove my father wrong,’ he said. Unlike Rahil, he had no qualms about burning it, as he forsook meat like the mayakari were known to do. ‘So please, help me. An innocent requires a cremation it didn’t deserve.’
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LATE AT NIGHT, THE PADDY FIELDS RESEMBLED A SWAMP. 

Moonlight reflected off the water in pieces, broken by the rice stalks that stood neat and tall like a squadron of soldiers. The smell of mud was pervasive, and the scent of water buffalo lingered even after they had been taken in for the night by the farmers. Or perhaps it was their droppings; Shakti couldn’t tell. They smelled the same.

The ground beneath her slipper-clad feet was soft. Ready to crumble. She stood on a thin paddy bund, toes creating an indent on the damp earth. Despite the coolness in the air, her forehead was dusted with a light sheen of sweat and her hair stuck to her cheeks like tree sap to bark. 

Opposite her, the town’s weapons-master, Hasith, pointed to her back foot. 

‘Careful,’ he warned. Coarse-looking grey streaks dotted his long beard and tied-back hair. ‘Slip, and you’ll be helping smelt my weapons this entire week.’

The thought of being constrained inside an arid room with burning metal made Shakti scrunch her nose in distaste. Though she loved using weapons, making them was not a process she enjoyed, and Master Hasith knew that. It was why he peppered challenges into her combat lessons. The threat of hard labour made Shakti more determined to win. 

‘Can’t you think of another punishment?’ she complained. ‘My arms are still hurting from last week.’

Master Hasith lunged, his feet maintaining perfect balance of the bund. ‘Then don’t slip,’ he said. His right foot swung out in a neat arc and hit the side of Shakti’s waist. More dank ground powdered beneath her as Shakti wobbled. Her front foot lifted off the ground and she quickly twisted, placing it behind her other foot to hold steady. 

‘Good,’ Hasith called out. Then, ‘There’s no use in mastering long-range weapons if you can’t hold your own in close combat. You won’t always have your arrows with you.’ He nodded towards her bow and arrow that lay across from them. 

She could argue that was what her sword was for, and she reminded him as such. 

Master Hasith chuckled. ‘I’m surprised your aunt hasn’t tried to curse me yet,’ he said. ‘A smart woman like her would surely realize that you keep traipsing out of her house in the late hours of the night to practise combat.’

‘Please,’ she scoffed. ‘If anything, she would curse me. Aunty knows that I leave. She just hates that I like using weapons. Hates it even more that I’m good with them.’

Weapons were a tool for violence, and her aunt Jaya maintained that mayakari should not favour them. It was a tale Shakti had heard often when she had been informed of her witch blood. Pacifism was their way of life, a well-established philosophy that Jaya had tried to instil into her but failed. One could argue that she had given Shakti too much freedom and not enough education on the doctrines of the mayakari. They were two different personalities living in a small wooden house, and although Shakti tried to emulate her aunt’s gentle disposition, her penchant for explosiveness was difficult to set aside.

It had been that way since she was young, and she blamed part of it on Rohan.

Rohan was their next-door-neighbour’s son, two years older than she was. He used to tease Shakti to her wits’ end; her hair was pulled, her beloved drawings torn, her flute-playing ridiculed. He made fun of her long nose and two-toned lips as if they were the worst thing in the world. Shakti hated him. Despite Jaya’s insistence that she empathize or turn the other cheek, Shakti couldn’t manage to do so. She so badly wanted to curse him, to send a nature spirit after him like a malevolent ghost, but she couldn’t. After all, the mayakari had their code. Cursing bred nothing but negative karma. 

‘It’s about safety, too, little bird,’ Jaya had declared. ‘Let it be known you’re a witch, and our lives are forfeit.’

Forfeit. As if they were in some sort of children’s game. It was why Jaya had them keeping their heads low, making sure they didn’t cast suspicion on themselves. Their existence was made known to a trusted few that Shakti could count with one hand. She’d learned to be cautious. 

So, instead of cursing, she’d punched Rohan’s nose hard enough to break. Jaya had been horrified all the same, since violence was violence. However, Shakti had long since forgotten to care. If she couldn’t curse, she could defend. 

Master Hasith recalled the story better than she did. According to him, a furious adolescent with short, heat-frazzled hair had come into his shop demanding that he teach her how to punch an irritating pest in a proper fashion. 

It started out as a way to learn basic throws, but Shakti had ended up taking to it more than she thought. She became fascinated with the glowing silver daggers and swords that were hung carefully for appraisal at his store and was drawn to the elegant ironwood bows used by the archers that ventured out to hunt. 

She’d asked Master Hasith to teach her how to throw a dagger with perfect aim. He’d complied. 

For a while, it became a well-kept secret that she hid from Jaya. The story that she told her aunt was simple – that she’d gone to paint nature spirits in the wild forest. Unfortunately, Shakti’s perfect façade broke sooner than she thought. 

Rohan had been the reason she came to Master Hasith, and he also became the reason her aunt found out about her combat lessons. The insufferable boy had sauntered over to her aunt’s back garden where Shakti was trying to scrub dried turmeric paste from a clay pot. He had jeered. Called her a pathetic little girl.

Shakti didn’t give him the chance to blink. By that time, she’d become accustomed to keeping a small dagger on her person. Within seconds, she’d thrown her weapon and it had lodged itself into the pinna of Rohan’s ear. 

She still recalled the sound that came out of his mouth with fondness, a half-bray, half-squeal that sounded part donkey, part pig. To this day, she mocked the sound to his face whenever he mustered up the gall to throw verbal barbs at her. 

When Jaya found out, she’d barred Shakti from picking up a weapon. 

‘I shouldn’t have been so lenient with you,’ her aunt admonished. ‘Back in my day, elder mayakari drilled the four precepts into our heads.’

Do not curse. Do not manipulate. Do not harm. Do not kill.

Precepts were rules and she’d broken the third. Her aunt had taught her they were a way to keep a mayakari from using their powers to their full extent. The elder mayakari could blather on about how it was their code, their laws, but Shakti saw them for what they were: shackles; self-imposed restrictions on women more powerful than the ruling monarch. Despite her own beliefs, however, there was one thing she hated most in the world and that was seeing Jaya disappointed in her. It was a looming, itchy feeling that dulled everything. And so, to absolve her guilt, Shakti had promised not to respond to Rohan’s taunts with calculated violence. 

It did not mean that she kept away from her secret lessons. 

Lulled back into the present, Shakti refocused on Master Hasith, whose hand was outstretched. ‘Asking me to dance?’ she smiled. 

Master Hasith chuckled. ‘You know, Jaya’s wife was very much like you.’ 

Not that Shakti would know. Her other aunt had disappeared on a trip to the Vihara Mountains when she was a baby. Jaya never spoke of her, and the only reminder she kept was a slim gold chain with an emerald pendant that had been given to her on her wedding day. Jaya never took the necklace off. 

Sometimes, Shakti wanted to ask Jaya why she had not followed her wife. They did not have to stay here with the shadow of death looming over them, but Jaya’s response was always the same. Fleeing the empire was just as risky. The journey to the kingdom of Kalinga was heard to be guarded by Ran soldiers, and the icy north was a death sentence. The next viable option for a mayakari was to cross the Vihara Mountains in the east to Anurapura, but therein was the problem. The mountain region was notoriously dangerous and hazardous to cross. That, and the kingdom of Anurapura was not their terrain. They had their own mayakari with their own customs and ways of respecting the land.

In response to the weapons-master’s comment, Shakti splayed her index and middle fingers, and brought them towards Master Hasith’s eyes. When he moved to block, she diverted her attack, instead using the opposite arm to push his open chest, hard. The older man faltered, caught himself, and looked up as if he were about to say something to her when his stance shifted. Dark eyes narrowed as he peered over Shakti’s shoulder. She saw his nostrils flare as he took an audible sniff. Curious, Shakti craned her neck to see what had caught his eye. 

Nestled in the lowest portion of the fields, they couldn’t see much of the township on the hill above them. Large and rectangular planks of wood cordoned off homes from agricultural land and the wild forests beyond it, but Shakti could see what had captured the weapons-master’s attention. 

Smoke. 

‘What on earth …’ Master Hasith said as they watched faint grey plumes drift into the berry-black sky. 

‘Someone must be cooking a late meal,’ Shakti supplied. She turned back to continue their lesson, but it seemed that Master Hasith was no longer interested. Rather, he appeared worried. 

‘That’s too much smoke,’ he replied, frowning. ‘Something isn’t right – come, Shakti.’

Both took off uphill, Shakti pausing only to gather her bow and arrow. 

The climb uphill was harder than expected. Shakti’s calf muscles were aching by the time she sped past the open wooden gate that led into town, Master Hasith’s footsteps right behind her. The moment she passed the back entryway, the smell of smoke hit her hard. 

It became stronger the closer she approached the town square: ripened fruit and chilli mixed with animal odour and burned wood, an unpleasant concoction. But that wasn’t all – there was another smell that she couldn’t identify, an unknown aroma that gnawed at her intestines like a hungry leopard tearing into rabbit flesh. She tried to place it. Something was being cooked. Roasted. It was like a slab of meat had spent too long in the sun before being thrown in a furnace. But it didn’t smell like animal meat. 

Kolakola’s main business hub was small, and the market stalls had long since closed for the night, but the area was packed with people by the time her feet hit the limestone pavement. They were gathered around … a fire? Shakti was still not close enough to tell. Other than the full moon, torches were the only source of light, so it took her a moment to identify the unfamiliar men and women encircling the town square like guard dogs. Once she saw their red and black armour, her breath hitched. Dread pooled in her stomach when she spotted the grim-looking swords attached to their sides. 

Soldiers. Emperor Adil’s dogs. 

For the normal citizen, the Royal Guard represented safety. To the mayakari, they were a merchant of death. 

Jaya, her thoughts raced to her aunt. Where’s Jaya? There were soldiers at Kolakola, and she had no idea why. The township had been taken by the Ran Empire years ago. They had no reason to be here. 

Unless … 

No, Shakti told herself firmly. No, this must be something else. 

Voices played over each other as she edged closer, scraps of information being fed little by little:

‘… how terrible …’

‘… well, what did you expect, the mines …’

‘… wonder who accused them …’

Acutely aware of Master Hasith voicing his caution behind her, Shakti pushed her way into the throng of townspeople. Sweat and rhododendron perfume, clean soap, and ash overpowered her senses. Elbows dug into her ribs and backs bumped into her chin, but Shakti pushed through.

She saw the blue flames first before she realized what she was seeing in front of her. 

Burning bodies. Three, to be exact.

Bound. Gagged. Tied to thick wooden poles. That was what the smell had been.

Gasps and murmurs echoed all around her as Shakti huddled with the townspeople around the main square. Forcing back the tears that were threatening to spill out from her like a poorly built dam in the monsoon season, she assessed the three bodies in front of her. They were almost unrecognizable now, body parts reddened and blackened to a crisp, but she needed to appraise them closer. Shakti edged nearer to the front, straining to see above the heads of the men and women around her.

The malicious glint of a green object winked at her from the neck of one of corpses in the middle. Her heart sank. 

‘No,’ she whispered. The contents of her dinner threatened to regurgitate. ‘Please, no.’

Flames licked Jaya’s distorted corpse in glacial blues and whites, a definitive sign of her mayakari lineage. Witches’ bodies burned hotter than the orange-yellow flames that engulfed normal human ones. That meant— 

One of the bodies had to be Dharvi, the bookseller. She was a mayakari with a daughter of her own, Nayani. Well into her thirtieth year, Nayani had long left Kolakola for Taksila, only visiting her mother in sporadic bursts, and she’d arrived some weeks ago. Shakti spun, looking for her in the crowd and coming up empty. The other body then had to be Laila’s; the elderly mayakari who lived alone. Where was Nayani, then? Had she escaped, or was she still here, watching just like her?

Run, she told herself. I need to run. 

Shakti found that she couldn’t move. Her feet were rooted to the spot, her mind still attempting to make sense of what she was seeing. 

How did this happen? Who told them?

‘No,’ Shakti repeated. This had to be some sort of nightmare. This wasn’t real. Her aunt couldn’t be dead. 

But she was, and Shakti was very much awake. Her entire body wound up tightly like the strings of a sitar as the world closed in around her. Squashed against so many bodies, claustrophobia set in. The tears welled up so much that her vision blurred, and she was left with no choice but to let them fall, cringing at the cold sting of salt against her flushed skin. 

Hours ago, she had helped Jaya mix a herbal tonic for a client whose mouth ulcers refused to heal. Hours ago, she had hugged her aunt goodnight. Hours ago, she had no idea that the person she loved most in the world would be taken away in a flash. 

The shocked murmurs of the townspeople rose to a crescendo as eyes widened, postures went slack, and backs bent into deep, hasty bows. 

Shakti craned her neck upwards to spot the source of the crowd’s surprise. She noticed the sword first: a blade that was viciously long, cruelly curved, and adorned with gold at its hilt. It was attached to a man, tall and lean, his light brown skin gleaming under the moonlight. His hair was tied neatly behind him, fastened by a beautiful circlet embellished with rubies.

She knew without question the man who was gazing upon them with a secret smile. 

‘My dear subjects,’ Emperor Adil remarked loudly. He had the powerful, guttural type of voice that caught the attention of anyone who listened. ‘Witness before you the death of these dangerous witches.’

Dangerous. She’d heard his disparaging lies spewed from many mouths a hundred times before.

Shakti swallowed. Her throat was as dry as sandpaper. Emperor Adil’s lies had cost Jaya’s life, and now, she was nothing more than a molten lump of flesh. 

‘These mayakari have tampered with your mines,’ Emperor Adil continued. His voice was loud and insistent, dripping with conviction. ‘Weakened iron ore, caused the collapse of tunnels, caused death in the process.’

Tampered? Collapsed tunnels? She’d heard miners returning from the mountains complain about crumbling iron ore but had chalked it up to being a natural fault. 

There was a stunned silence, before— 

‘They were good women.’

She stilled, as did the crowd around her. Master Hasith. 

She couldn’t see him; he wasn’t within her line of sight. The old man had been right behind her.

Emperor Adil’s posture stiffened, but his smile remained intact. 

‘Who said that?’ he called out to the crowd. No one answered. She silently hoped that Master Hasith would keep his mouth shut. At the loud silence, Shakti saw the smile briefly slip from the emperor’s mouth. 

‘I do not take kindly to cowardice,’ he said. ‘Face me or watch your people face punishment on your behalf.’

There was another long beat of disquiet before she heard footsteps shuffling. From her right, Master Hasith emerged from the crowd. 

Shakti could sense something ominous in the air. It crackled and spun its silent threads in the dark sky, waiting. Anticipating. Running was the safest option for her. It was too dangerous to stay. Jaya’s soft voice echoed in her head:

Giving up is still an act of courage, little bird.

Shakti knew the voice was right but, somehow, she could not find the courage to run. She chose foolishness; she chose to stay.

‘Your name?’ Emperor Adil inquired, assessing the weapons-master emotionlessly. 

‘Hasith, Your Highness,’ he replied, unflinching as he bowed. If he was scared, he didn’t show it. 

‘You believe these mayakari to be good women?’ Emperor Adil nearly spat out the words.

‘Without question, Your Highness.’

When murmurs of agreement arose from the crowd, her hands trembled. Shakti squeezed them together to calm herself down. Emperor Adil eyed Hasith with an expression of utmost pity and disdain.

‘You knew they lived here, and yet you reported nothing?’ Adil questioned. 

Stop talking, Master Hasith, she wanted to scream at him. For a moment, his eyes flitted through the crowd until she swore they latched onto her.

Run, they seemed to say, before they find you.

He’s not being reckless, Shakti realized. He was buying her time. 

‘Some of us understood that long-standing prejudices were built on nothing but lies, Your Highness.’ 

The crowd gasped. How bold. Brave. Stupid.

‘A mayakari sympathizer,’ said Emperor Adil softly. ‘I cannot stand your type. You understand that words spoken for the mayakari are words spoken against me, and yet you do it anyway.’

Hasith only had time to blink before Emperor Adil plunged the sword into his heart. 

Screams erupted from the crowd as they edged away. Shakti could only stare in horrid fascination as blood blossomed through Hasith’s dust-plagued shirt, his eyes wide open, frozen in shock. He fell to the ground with an unceremonious thump, the sword still wedged firmly into his skin. 

Emperor Adil’s gaze was unfeeling as he glanced up. At that moment, Shakti caught his eyes. They seemed to be alive with a dreadful delight.

‘It appears this town is plagued with sympathizers,’ said Emperor Adil. ‘Plagues must always be eradicated.’

The thread being spun in the sky above her finally revealed its finished tapestry: an array of death and destruction. 

They were in danger. This had been his plan all along. They never had a chance. 

‘Soldiers,’ she heard the emperor’s clear voice in the din, ‘spare no survivors.’
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IN SEVEN PAINFUL HEARTBEATS, THE WORLD BLED INTO violence around her. 

Soldiers unsheathed their swords and charged towards the crowd. Shrieks erupted around her as people scrambled to get back, to run and hide away in their homes. To burrow into a place where they couldn’t be found. Bodies shoved against bodies, parents stopped to hurry along a fallen child while others stopped for no one, abandoning bravery for the need to survive. 

Shakti was quick. She scampered into an alleyway, wanting to unhear the sound of metal slicing into flesh, and shuddered at the screams that were silenced under the gleam of a sword. 

‘I won’t die,’ she whispered as a hiccup burbled from her throat. ‘I won’t die.’

Clambering past a fruit vendor’s stall emptied of its usual ripened mangos and furry rambutans, she held her breath as she ran. The bow and arrow were a crushing weight against her back. She wished she had her sword, too, but it was hidden in her room, locked inside an intricately carved wooden chest. She was almost tempted to rush in the opposite direction to find it but that same soft echo of her aunt’s voice in her head stopped her from making a grave mistake.

Any sensible person would flee, little bird.

Flee. Yes. That was what she needed to do. There was no way to escape from the northern gate. The soldiers had arrived from there and it would be heavily guarded. Escaping out into the empty roads served no purpose, either. Likely, she would be shot down by arrows like a deer wandering out into open plains. 

No, the only haven for a mayakari was the wild forest. 

Back to the paddy fields, she willed herself forward. Her legs were still sore from combat training, but fear made her body forget. She skittered between small dirt paths, hands slapping against wood as she careened past the entrance to the rice fields. The steep decline made it easier for her to increase speed. Sticking to the grass was the smartest option, otherwise the stone-scattered path would create more noise. She could still see Master Hasith’s face, the exact moment the light vanished from his eyes. It was impossible to believe that he had just been training with her. 

The smell of smoke became ten times more pungent. Shakti turned to see that her tiny mountainous community had quickly become a landscape painted in hellfire. Houses and buildings were being set alight, the smoke rising into the tepid night. Within minutes, she had seen more death than in all her twenty-two years combined. She could only hope some got away. 

Muscle memory continued to drive her legs forward. Stalks of rice trampled beneath her feet and water soaked her slippers – there was no time to worry about running along the bunds to keep the plants undisturbed. There would be no one to care for them when the morning came. 

The forestland grew bigger the closer she came. Populated by towering Na, Ironwood, Banyan and Sal trees, the wild forests covered a vast stretch of land. Within it, there roamed nature spirits, almost all minor, and three Great. No one – man, woman, or royal – would dare burn it. 

When she reached the edge of the forest, Shakti turned just in time to see two figures coming the way she had. Others had thought to flee here, too. They were almost halfway there, so achingly close. Shakti blinked and, in seconds, the running figures were shot down by a barrage of arrows. 

Stumbling back, Shakti’s outstretched hand slapped against the bark of a tree trunk. She pressed her palm to her lips and retreated further into the forest. She was out of range to shoot the emperor’s men, and there was no taking chances. Terrified cries continued to batter the night, ricocheting like echoes in an underground cave. And with each her chest tightened. 

Shakti didn’t stop running until the screams became part of the din. She found herself beneath a Banyan tree and slumped against one of its hefty buttresses. Roughness scraped against her back, but she hardly registered it as pain. A minor inconvenience, at most. True pain came from her shattered heart. It was still rampaging, like an ox trying to break free of its enclosure. 

Her breath came out in strained puffs. Leaning back, she allowed her body to relax as best as it could. Her mind was still an ongoing explosion of fireworks, so Shakti decided to close her eyes. Meditate. The first deep inhale did not come clean; it sputtered. On the second, it reduced. 

Shakti focused on her breathing until she felt the rapid rise of her chest give way to something slower, more assured. Her tears had long since dried. They didn’t spring to her as easily as anger did. And though her breath settled, Shakti’s mind continued to taunt her. Her aunt’s burned sockets stared back like an angry demon. They screamed at her, asking why she had left her alone. Why did she leave her late at night to fight?

Because not fighting would have had me end up like you, aunty.

The truth hurt, only because it had taken casualties with it.

‘Human.’

Soft. Sweet. Tinkling like a wind chime and jittering like a baby robin. The voice that spoke to her came out of a gaping black mouth with shimmery white eyes. Perched on the buttress above her was a pale blue creature with a spherical head and no neck. It bobbed like a raft on ocean waves atop a miniaturized infant’s body. A minor spirit. 

‘Hello,’ Shakti replied. Anyone who was not a mayakari would hear birdsong or flutes during their conversation. Such was the language of the nature spirits. They were not made to be understood by humans who never learned to appreciate the natural world. ‘Forgive me, spirit. I seek shelter by your tree.’ 

The spirit answered by stretching its mouth into a half-moon and moving to perch on her shoulder. She felt a sudden flash of fear, the aching of foot soles, the warmth of a hollow. Heat. Relief. Minor spirits preferred non-verbal conversation, but that tended to vex her. Words were blunt and sure, but images contained too many possibilities. 

From this spirit’s answer, she gathered that it promised safety and she welcomed it. 

The spirit’s body cast an eerie blue glow that shone on her slippers. Shakti reached down to wipe away speckles of mud and grass but that did little to get rid of the uncomfortable feeling of water sluiced between her toes. Her navy cotton trousers were also damp at the hems. 

The glow turned brighter. Images of a forest followed, burning. Unable to be revived. Dark tunnels closing in around her. It could sense that she felt despair. 

‘Yes,’ Shakti said hoarsely. She cursed herself for the hitch in her voice. Meditation should have worked. It should have stopped the shattered pieces of her heart from cutting into her skin. It should have blunted her misery. Sitting here with the nature spirit, however, did nothing to assuage her. The little creature was a reminder of her aunt. The forest was a reminder of her aunt, of what she had taught her. That the world was not anyone’s to claim, that it was not theirs to possess. Memories of days and nights spent shaded beneath the towering canopy made Shakti hug her knees to her chest. 

She was a mayakari. Such misfortune was expected in the Ran Empire. Danger was a promise. Inevitability did not make it any easier to swallow. 

Irritably, she rubbed her eyes, lashes stuck together, teardrops clinging for dear life like a drowning man holding onto a rope. She was crying. Again. 

This is no time for tears, she reprimanded herself. She fought with her mind, with that part of her that wanted to curl up into a ball and die. Or hide. She couldn’t just give up. She knew how to fight.

‘The emperor killed my family,’ she told the nature spirit. Red-hot rage pooled in the pit of her stomach, and she welcomed it. Sadness had no place in her heart. It would only make her weak, and weakness would get her killed. Complacency would get her killed. ‘And here I am, hiding.’

Its response was a flash of grey. A question: what is the alternative?

‘I could run away,’ Shakti said. She could travel further east to the vast stretch of the Vihara Mountain ranges that separated the Ran Empire and the kingdom of Anurapura. It would take weeks to get there, and the terrain would be treacherous, but safety could be guaranteed at Anurapura. At least, that was what Jaya had told her. ‘I could keep myself alive.’

But as she said it, something felt wrong. 

Running away is still an act of courage, little bird. 

It made perfect sense. It was logical, given her circumstances. But what was courage to Shakti? Surely, it wasn’t running away. Hiding. Lying low. 

‘Or I could fight back,’ Shakti said, feeling a little foolish. What could she fight – an army? A monarch? An empire? 

The minor spirit finally retorted verbally, and in sentences. Perhaps it disliked her response. ‘Mayakari do not fight,’ it fussed. ‘Mayakari should not fight.’

Abilities to speak to nature spirits, to curse the living, to raise the dead. Three great powers but only one regularly used. Jaya had always asked her to avoid using mayakari abilities to harm others. They were more sinister than simple weapons; they brought on bad karma and an unpleasant rebirth. To Shakti, it made no sense. If humans attacked with fire and swords, she could equally attack them with curses, karma be damned. 

Why did she have to follow rules that seemed ridiculously antiquated? What was the point of limiting themselves like this?

This reality was a desert where nothing could thrive. It forced her to bury her sadness in a clay pot. It made her hands itch for her weapons. 

This was Emperor Adil’s doing. This was his fault. Her aunt, Master Hasith, Dharvi, Laila – all were dead, and the townspeople suffered the same fate. Shakti only wished she could force that same fate on her so-called emperor. 

Do not curse. Do not manipulate. Do not harm. Do not kill.

Jaya was wrong; violence should be repaid with violence. Doing nothing was the mayakari way, but it would not be Shakti’s way. She couldn’t sit here knowing that justice was left to time. She could resist. She could fight. 

She could curse.

If she didn’t there wouldn’t be any mayakari left. The emperor wouldn’t stop until they were all dead. She’d seen the fire in his eyes. Pettiness might not have been in Jaya’s nature, but it was in Shakti’s. Perhaps it was time to use the cursed language. And who was a better target for her venomous grief than the man who had so casually ruined her life? 

Around her, fireflies flickered in and out of existence like miniature suns. Like ideas, they materialized and disappeared in the blink of an eye. 

Shakti could not imagine being a harbinger of death. How could she take a life and do right by Jaya? But how could she not? Jaya had been loyal to the mayakari ways, she had been faithful and now even her corpse was lost, cinders at the bottom of a mass grave. How was that right? How was that natural? How was that fair? Was that the reward for obeying the precepts?

Do not curse. Do not manipulate. Do not harm. Do not kill.

No. No longer.

‘Curse,’ Shakti whispered. The word came out soft and unsure like a freshly birthed calf struggling to walk on its awkwardly long legs. She had never cursed, had only been taught the language and its basic rules, but that was all she needed. 

She curled her hands into fists. Curse. The words needed to mature faster and saying them aloud with conviction helped. ‘I’ll make myself a promise,’ she told the nature spirit. ‘And you, little creature, will bear witness.’ 

Another image, this time of flowers suffocated by weeds. For a moment, she felt her breathing stall as if the same vexatious weeds had wrapped around her throat, pressing against the skin until she was black and blue. The feeling vanished when the spirit jumped from its place upon her shoulder. It fell like a feather, slow and gentle, and she watched as its pale feet touched the ground. There were no footprints left behind. It tilted its head at her, expectant. 

Shakti took a deep breath. Held it. ‘I will curse Emperor Adil for his crimes,’ she said, this time with more force. ‘I will welcome vengeance where others have not. My aunt, Master Hasith, the mayakari, the people of Kolakola – their deaths will not be in vain. That is my promise.’

The spirit offered her a sad smile before it vanished. 

Shakti stood up. Her body felt less wracked, more jittery. The night air was still tinged with smoke, the quiet as stifling as a head cold. 

Bow clenched between her hands, Shakti set off through the forest, listening for the sound of soldiers at her heel. 
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‘PRINCE ASHOKA, I COME BEARING GIFTS.’

Glancing up from his texts on the Ridi Kingdom’s language, Ashoka spotted Saudamini sauntering into his chambers with several books clutched to her chest. Her frizzy black hair was tamed into a bun, glistening with streaks of oil. Ashoka watched as Rahil closed the door behind her, looking amused. 

‘Sau,’ he greeted her, smiling. ‘Come to harass me?’

‘How dare you accuse me of harassment,’ Sau replied good-naturedly. She was his mother’s youngest political advisor, and one of his closest friends aside from Rahil. They had suffered under the same tutelage in their adolescence – Sau’s own aunt, Lakshini. 

When she stopped at his desk, Sau took a curious sniff. ‘You’ve already bathed?’ she asked. ‘It’s only mid-afternoon, so why – ah. Did you manage to kill this time?’

Sau’s voice wasn’t filled with vitriol. Like Rahil, she never teased him for his softness. He was a weed growing among sunflowers; they had long since understood that he lacked the ferocity of his siblings. 

After failing his father’s supposedly simple task, he and Rahil had returned to the royal palace in silence. Both arrived looking like they had been subject to a heinous battle in the mud, baffling much of the palace staff. Their bodies had been covered in ash, fur, and a smattering of blood. 

He told the staff he’d taken an unfortunate tumble. There was no point in telling them he and Rahil collected kindling, cremated a deer, and that he had cried watching it burn. Such stories would reach his father eventually, and he would be subject to another one of Adil’s harangues. No matter. Once his father returned from Kolakola, his failure would be known anyway. 

Though Ashoka did not care to tell his staff, he did tell Sau. ‘I didn’t,’ he replied, ‘but Rahil did.’

Rahil’s response came quick. ‘And Ashoka could have lied to appease the emperor, but he chose not to.’ When Ashoka tilted his head to the side, he found Rahil watching him with his arms crossed. Was he upset with him? Surely not over something so minor. 

‘Are you mad at me?’ he called out. 

The answer came in a series of gestures. Rahil uncrossed his arms, placed them behind his back. His posture relaxed. ‘No, Ashoka,’ he responded. ‘I simply thought you would accept a lie before I realized who you are.’

Not mad, then. Exasperated, perhaps, at his lack of action. 

With a flourish, Sau set the books down on his desk. Ashoka examined them idly. The spines were old and battered, the paper yellowed with age. The titles were written in a curlicue script that he recognized but could not read fluently. 

‘This is from Anurapura,’ he remarked. 

‘My father sent me a few more books on the mayakari,’ Sau replied. Born and raised in the kingdom of Anurapura, she had relocated to the Golden City with her mother after her parents had separated. ‘And look – two of these are on Great Spirits and their abilities. The artist has sketched them to perfection.’

A thrill shot up Ashoka’s spine as he bent closer to view the sketches. He could never find books in such detail like this. 

His father had removed all books pertaining to the mayakari and their abilities from the palace library before he was born. In fact, he’d given orders to have any texts detailing mayakari history banned within the Golden City. Such books were difficult to find now, as rare as a kept promise. Still, there were some left behind. When he was eight, Ashoka had stumbled upon a book on mayakari philosophy in his father’s study. It detailed their adherence to non-violence, their commitment to preserving the natural world, and keeping a balance between humans who expanded their lands and the nature spirits that dwelt in them. 

The stories in that one book negated everything his father had ever preached about the witches. How were they dangerous if their code was passivity? How were they dangerous if they lived as nomads, beholden to no kingdom? No empire?

It was forbidden knowledge. His father removed the book when he realized Ashoka had been going into his personal study to read it, and then punished him for it. 

Patting the books fondly like they were a favoured child, Ashoka bumped Sau’s elbow with his own. ‘Thank your father for me,’ he said. Though he had never met him, his willingness to send often difficult-to-find information to his daughter – and therefore, the prince – was admirable. These days, when he had any inquiries, he tended to ask Harini, one of his maidservants. Unbeknownst to anyone but himself, Rahil, Sau, and one other staff member she refused to name, she was a mayakari. It was Sau who had found her work in the palace, an action that caused Ashoka to question her sanity when he’d first heard. After all, what kind of mayakari would agree to work in the palace, of all places? 

Sau had given him an answer befitting a lunatic: that it would be the last place his father would think to look. Nonetheless, Ashoka couldn’t refute that idea entirely.

‘I can thank him all you want, Prince Ashoka, but these books are useless here,’ Sau replied.

‘Not only that,’ came Rahil’s deep timbre, ‘but I fear your father will castigate you if he ever finds these in your possession.’

Instinct made Ashoka touch his scarred earlobe. He didn’t want a repeat of what happened last time. One burn was enough.

‘Rest assured, I will keep these books somewhere safe,’ he said. They could very easily be hidden in his cabinets or tucked away into the false bookends he’d commissioned. Sau’s room would also function as a storage space if she ever allowed it. 

Allowed? His father’s voice came rushing in immediately. You are a prince, foolish child. You do not wait to be allowed. You command and expect to be obeyed. 

He forced the voice away. ‘Besides, what do you mean by “useless”? I can use this information for when father allows me to assume a governorship role. Rules of land preservation and nature spirit contact are advantageous.’

Arush was the only one of his siblings who had spent the last year governing the state of Chalamba east of the Golden City. He’d returned at the start of the New Year, having neither depreciated the area nor transformed it, but that was unsurprising. Nothing revolutionary would happen under Arush’s rule. 

Ashoka, however, thought differently. When it would come time for him to govern, he planned to cease mayakari burnings and the unnecessary culling of forestland for ironwood, even if temporarily. It would provide a respite, however brief, to the non-stop destruction his father had inflicted since he had come into power.

And besides, there was only so much that humans could take away from Great Spirits before they retaliated. 

Sau scoffed at his response. ‘In this empire?’ she asked incredulously before her sharp eyes narrowed in challenge. ‘Want to make a bet on it?’

‘I’m not interested in furthering your gambling habits for petty reasons,’ Ashoka remarked. Sau’s wagers never went in his favour, he couldn’t lose any more gold coins or books to her. 

Sau tutted. ‘Too safe,’ she said. ‘What about you, Rahil?’

‘Absolutely not.’

Ashoka grinned. Even Rahil knew when to draw the line. ‘I wanted to ask you – have you heard any news of my father?’ Being privy to conversations with his mother and the advisors, Sau would likely know how his father had fared in Kolakola. Ashoka fervently hoped that by some stroke of luck, his father had decided to turn back. 

Unfortunately, Sau did not give him the answer he hoped. ‘Last I heard, he was still on route to Kolakola. He would have reached the township last night, but we are yet to receive word from messengers.’

Ashoka’s heart sank. The witches would surely have been murdered by now, and the town … 

He didn’t want to think about it, but the thoughts came prickling in like needles. Emperor Adil held no mercy for mayakari or mayakari sympathizers; Ashoka could only imagine what sort of horrors they would face. Or had faced. 

Suddenly, there came an insistent knocking at his door. Sau immediately moved in front of his desk to obscure the books from view. 

When Ashoka had Rahil open the door, a tall, muscular woman stepped inside. Ishka – one of Arush’s personal guards. Strands of her hair had come free of her plait, and her twin daggers jostled in their leather scabbards. Her tapered black trousers were coated in dust. 

‘Ishka,’ he greeted her. ‘What brings you here?’ Arush rarely sent for him, which made this barge-in rather unexpected. 

‘Prince Ashoka,’ she said with a bow. ‘I am terribly sorry to interrupt, but your presence is needed at the serpent pens – Sahry has gone out of control.’

He stood up quickly. ‘What happened?’ he asked. His winged serpent rarely turned recalcitrant, and if she did, it was due to someone else’s wrongdoing. 

‘Prince Arush visited the pens,’ Ishka began, ‘and he tried to—’

‘Say no more,’ Ashoka interrupted firmly. Sahry had been provoked, then, which was infuriating. His instructions regarding the winged serpent had always been to leave her alone. By some anomaly, he was the only person she obeyed. It was why Ashoka was the only one allowed to saddle her, ride her, and sometimes even feed her. ‘Let me calm her down.’

Sau rapped her knuckles on his desk. ‘I’m going to stay here,’ she said. ‘You will never find me approaching those terrors.’

‘Be my guest,’ Ashoka replied. ‘Rahil, Ishka – come with me.’

He was out the door in moments.

The serpent pens were tall wooden structures, each built to twice the height of a coconut tree, and wide enough to accommodate three dozen soldiers. Winged serpents were at least five times the height of a grown adult. The floors were covered in straw, dead leaves and rotting bark, with inbuilt stone caving to help the cold-blooded creatures maintain warmth during the cooler nights. There were twelve serpents present altogether, all imported from Kalinga as the species was not found in the Ran Empire. 

Three personally belonged to the Maurya children. The remainder were reserved for select soldiers
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