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Chapter One

Shakti

LITTLE BIRD.

She groaned.

Little bird, I love you.

Jaya – it was Jaya’s voice. But Jaya was dead. She saw the charred remains. Blue fire. She couldn’t be alive.

One eye cracked open. It was difficult, like the lids were congealed with glue. The ground was cold, her arms wet. A metallic smell permeated the air. Thudding. Vague shapes of boots on the ground. She moved. Tried to move.

Shouting.

‘—her hands, tie them—’

‘—give her the—’

What’s happening?

She couldn’t tell if she’d asked the question out loud. No one answered.

Where am I?

Her body felt heavy. A weight was on her chest – a boulder, a foot, a curse. Pain lanced up her arms. She turned her head. Shadows moved around her. People.

Soldiers?

The world wasn’t sharp but blurred; a line drawing smudged by an incensed painter. That pulling sensation – there it was again. A boulder. A foot. A curse. Suddenly, she couldn’t move her arms.

‘—keep her pacified—’

Her legs were held still. Chains rattled around her, and she opened her mouth to scream—

‘—now!’

Shadows hovered over her. Fingers were on her skin, hot, hot, hot, and unwanted. She tried to close her mouth. The blurry figures halted the movement. Then, liquid ran down her throat. The taste was nutty and wretched.

This isn’t water. She coughed it out.

‘Stop!’ she cried, thrashing wildly. ‘Stop, I—’

Her stomach heaved, gullet responding in kind as she tried to spit. Droplets of white liquid and clear spittle flew out.

You cannot die, Shakti. You must not.

Jaya? No, not Jaya. This was him.

Wretched witch. You may as well die.

Do not lose the Collective. Do not.

Dead tyrant. Golden Emperor. Their voices came in quick succession, echoing and disjointed.

‘Mayakari.’

Her heartbeat was slowing. That voice was so familiar. Familiar, yet she couldn’t place it, not when her mind was struggling to flit from one coherent thought to the next.

Where am I?

I don’t want to be here.

A harsh prick rushed down the pit of her stomach. Her muscles seized and cramped. Was she bleeding?

‘Mayakari – obey me—’

The shadows retreated from her line of sight until only one remained. It sharpened into a human figure, one with a gold circlet atop a glossy head of hair. A smile as wicked as the dead tyrant. The hard, flinty eyes that resembled his, right down to the shade. She was here.

The princess. Aarya.

A collection of memories resurfaced in quick succession. For a moment, she remembered.

Aarya. The one who had carved into her back with a dagger. The one whom she’d pleaded with to save her own life before she was taken away. Aarya. Locked in this dark cell with no sunlight. 

Keep me alive and I can help you conquer the world.

‘Curse for me.’

She couldn’t think. Words escaped her. Fatigue wrapped its arms around her chest and squeezed tight enough to crack her ribs. She opened her mouth to scream. Or to whisper. Did she need to whisper? All she wanted was an answer. Didn’t she want to scream?

I don’t know. I don’t remember.

‘Can’t . . .’ she burbled, ‘. . . won’t. Shouldn’t.’

‘Mayakari, curse.’

Her bones were tired. She just wanted the voices and the hurt to go away. She just wanted to rest.

‘I want . . . sleep . . .’ she said. The buzzing in her ears returned. The noises grew louder. Hordes of bees descending upon her, stinging skin, leaving sharp, angry red welts.

‘—give her more?’

‘—no can’t risk her heart—’

There was pressure around her throat now. Pain on her thighs. Pain on her back, where the princess had taken a dagger to her skin and carved into it in the manner of an angry butcher. The agony of it.

She heard her voice again:

‘—my father’s life, witch. Curse—’

Wetness. There was wetness on her cheeks. Tears.

I don’t want to cry. I want to sleep.

‘—keep him alive, I know you can—’

Lids heavy, she struggled to respond. She didn’t understand what she said next. Her words were gibberish. Unintelligible. Somewhere in between the buzzing in her ears and the pain in her chest, she rolled over. Cold stone pressed against her back. For a moment, she imagined taking off the shackles around her legs and looping them around her neck. Squeezing tight enough that the brown skin compressed and turned blue, and she could no longer breathe. She would be gone from this world, free to join Jaya in the next one, if she was lucky. Dying held a promise of comfort that living didn’t. 

You can’t die, little bird. Not like this.

Useless, wretched girl.

What would death feel like?

In the crowd of voices fighting for dominance, she knew the last one without question.

That voice was entirely hers.
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Chapter Two

Ashoka

‘MY DECREE WAS CLEAR – DO NOT KILL THE MAYAKARI. Do not harm the mayakari. Flouting the law will have you punished.’

Prince Ashoka Maurya stood before a large crowd in Taksila’s city centre. Silent as death, they watched a man be frogmarched across a podium by two Ridi soldiers. His face was bitter. Fearful.

A month since his reinstatement of the ban on mayakari killings, and some people still refused to listen. He had ordered for this punishment to be made public the day before, inviting all those interested to observe. Historically, such notices had been reserved for mayakari burnings. This time, the intention was wildly different.

‘Using counterfeit Ghost Queen teas to accuse a neighbour who rebuffed your romantic intentions of being a mayakari,’ he continued, raising his voice, ‘only for the innocent woman to suffer severe pains from spirits-knows-what was mixed into the powder. She was no witch, but she vomited blood for hours on end.’

The rare, iridescent Ghost Queen flowers were purported to reveal a mayakari’s existence without the need for burn testing. Ever since Aarya’s open quest to locate and source the rare plant in deadlands, merchants and swindlers alike had been creating their own false concoctions claiming to be infused with the flower. Often, the false compounds were a mixture of green tea and stomach or throat irritants that acted equally on mayakari and human alike, leading to wrongful confirmations of witch blood. In the case of the woman who had been falsely accused, the man standing trial before him had seen – and waited – for the side effects to occur before assigning blame. 

People were foolish. They judged and acted without thinking. Three days ago, when Ashoka was first informed of the commotion in the small village just outside Taksila, he’d sent Naila, one of the resistance’s members, to investigate. The smaller townships and villages were more resistant to his decree of nonviolence against the mayakari. Their defiance was living legacy of his father’s hatred.

All it had taken was for Naila to attempt conversation in spirit-speak for the accused woman’s face to crumple in confusion. The language that could be understood by all mayakari was unable to be deciphered or spoken by non-witches. The woman hadn’t understood a word that Naila said.

The shocked expressions amongst the crowd were satisfying. ‘It was a mayakari who treated and saved her. Created a healing tonic to counteract the effects.’

He turned to the offender, a surly young man with a clean-shaven face and close-cropped hair, and leaned in. ‘Did you want her to burn?’ he asked. ‘See the blue flames? Because you won’t get to see them, and neither will they.’

The young man scowled but kept his chin up in defiance.

‘Mayakari sympathizer,’ he spat. ‘Not all of us have fallen victim to your lies.’

All this young man saw in front of him was a dead emperor’s foolish son. Ashoka knew this well, but it irritated him all the same. Truths were lies in their minds. His skin crawled, upper lip curling in disgust.

He stepped away from the young man and turned back towards the crowd of onlookers. ‘This will be the last time I tell you all – violate the laws I have set, and you will be punished. This offender wanted to see a body be burned. Then, I will show him what it is like to experience it.’

Whispers of ‘experience it?’ and ‘what does the prince mean?’ were heard in the din. Ashoka paid the crowd no mind – his focus was on the young man, who had gone still. Rigid, like a body some hours after death. 

‘Experience it?’ he echoed, brows furrowing.

You fool, thought Ashoka. Marched up here like a mayakari and you still don’t understand?

In response, he stared at the offender in silence. Cocked his head and tracked his gaze to the crowd and back to him. When the ghost of a smirk flitted across his lips, the young man blanched.

‘Wait!’ he called out, voice taking on a note of desperation. ‘Prince Ashoka, I beg of you – please. I don’t want to burn. I don’t want to die! Not like that. Please!’

Good. Let him drown in the fear.

He knew all too well how this would appear to the crowd. How it would be spun a myriad different, unsavoury ways till it reached his sister, now the acting regent.

The youngest Maurya prince conducting a public punishment against one of the empire’s good citizens. Except, these good citizens often failed to remember that the mayakari were included in it, too.

Ashoka was keenly aware that he made for a controversial governor. Though stopping the spirit rampages had earned him praise, killing Governor Kosala and ordering a ban on mayakari burnings had ruffled some feathers. But no one in the city could deny that there was now a tentative – if still uneasy – sense of peace.

‘Not death,’ he proclaimed. ‘I am not so cruel. This is an eye for an eye. You’ve caused harm, and now harm will befall you.’

Motioning towards Sachith, who had been watching them on the sidelines with a haggard expression, Ashoka let his guard wander closer with two pitchers that he held in his hands: one oil, one water. At his presence, the young man began to thrash about and try to flee, but to no avail.

He waited as Sachith poured oil over the man’s ring and little finger, feeling a stab of discomfort while he watched. However, as it always seemed to do these days, the newly crowned voice in his head offered a familiar rebuttal.

This is necessary. This is nothing.

To avoid further abuse and violence against mayakari in the future, he had to conduct his own in the present. Show the non-witch population the costs of not bowing to his orders.

Just like it was necessary to kill the governor . . .

As it often did, Governor Kosala’s pale face and severed veins flashed across his mind’s eye. The man’s dead body had invaded Ashoka’s dreams for several nights after he’d killed him, and in visceral detail. In his dreams, Ashoka slew him again and again – there had been no alternative. And, again and again, he woke up with his heart beating erratically, sweat soaking his brow, and the phantom sensation of a sword in his hand.

Necessary violence.

Sachith handed him a lit matchstick. Ashoka took it, feeling the warmth of the flame above his fingers. He stepped closer, drowning out the young man’s pleas.

Necessary. Necessary. Necessary.

With gentle movements, Ashoka let the flame kiss the man’s two oil-soaked fingers. Orange-yellow heat burst forth like lightning.

The young man screamed. Gasps erupted from the crowd.

Brown skin blistered. He could see the vesicles forming, waiting to pop. Then came the scent of roasting meat, and he tried not to retch, harkened back to the days where he attended a mayakari burning with his father. Back then, that blue flame had been a horrible sight. Here, now, the pale yellow-orange flames were a warning.

Disobey me and face the consequences.

Another figure caught his attention. Rahil, standing off to the side like a Great Spirit observing its domain with detached curiosity. Except, Ashoka could glean his guard’s feelings through the silent front he’d put up. Rahil was perturbed by him. Concerned by the actions he’d taken.

Was he wrong? Were his actions wrong reflected in Rahil’s eyes? Guilt was hard to summon when his actions were justified.

Ashoka waited till he saw the hint of blackened fingertips and ordered Sachith to make use of the second pitcher. Dutifully, Sachith emptied the jug of water, dousing the young man’s burning skin until the fire vanished with a hiss, leaving behind angry red fluctuant boils and the beginnings of charred skin. Would they be damaged permanently like his own ear? It was a possibility, but Ashoka found it hard to scrounge up any empathy for him. 

‘Thank the spirits you still leave with your life,’ he said. ‘Mayakari have been murdered for less. And for anyone who still dares to flout my orders – this is a taste of your punishment.’

Following the public punishment, they returned to the royal estate. The journey back was unbearably quiet.

Riding atop Rāga, Ashoka tightened her reins absentmindedly, causing the giant leopard to let out a warning huff. Next to them on Māra, was Rahil. Sachith and the Ridi soldiers followed behind on their own leopards.

The silence between him and Rahil continued to unsettle. Ever since Ashoka had raged at him after arguing over Governor Kosala’s death a month ago, Rahil had made not one attempt to remedy the situation. Then again, it wasn’t his situation to rectify.

Ashoka glanced at his hands; the thick black leather bands wrapped around them. They were the hands of a prince who’d once forsaken violence.

I did what had to be done. Violence to prevent more violence. He’s lucky I didn’t burn more than his fingertips.

The mayakari of the Ran Empire didn’t have the same privilege. A couple of burned fingertips was nothing compared to what they faced.

Had there been another way to force the few in Taksila and its surrounds into not harming the witches, he would’ve done so. Politics and calming words only went so far. Unfortunately, these people seemed to respond more to threats. It was one of humanity’s glaring flaws. That show of force had been necessary.

‘I did the right thing,’ Ashoka found himself telling Rahil to break the silence between them. He didn’t want reassurance, not when he knew his statement to be true. Seeking reassurance was a weakness that did not befit a royal. The children of the late Adil Maurya didn’t doubt. They certainly wouldn’t seek reassurance from someone who was considered below their station. What Ashoka really wanted was conversation; for any sign that Rahil was thawing to him.

You’re not my moral compass, so don’t pretend to be.

‘If you think so,’ Rahil responded flatly, dashing any hope Ashoka had. He’d answered in the manner of a schoolchild being forced to recite the founding of the empire word for word with dispassionate precision.

Ashoka frowned. He would’ve got a better response out of Sau, his advisor, but she was still in the Ridi Empire’s capital, an ocean away.

Despite wanting to accuse Rahil of being childish, Ashoka kept quiet. There was no sense in aggravating him further. ‘I burned his fingers to show others the consequences of their actions. To make sure that mayakari aren’t hurt in the future,’ he continued instead. ‘I taught that man a lesson; did what was best.’

The words hung in the air between them for so long that Ashoka thought Rahil hadn’t heard him, or if he did, had chosen to ignore him. Finally, Rahil said, ‘Whatever you feel is the best course of action, Prince Ashoka.’

He flinched. Prince Ashoka. After their argument, Rahil had resorted to addressing him only by his formal title. One word he never thought would cause so much distress was wounding his heart. It was a small trick but an effective one. Rahil continued to keep his distance; the wound failed to heal.

It was torture.

These days, Rahil was always beside him but never there. Whenever Ashoka needed a soldier, he was ready with his broadswords strapped to his back. However, when Ashoka attempted conversation, Rahil reverted to a detached manner that called to mind an uninterested teacher.

At first, Ashoka had let him stew and allowed him to hate his existence, because Rahil veered towards pettiness when driven to anger – a rather grievous flaw of his. He spoke less and responded with more acerbity until he was apologized to. But despite Ashoka’s repeated attempts at apology, Rahil was yet to break.

Ashoka didn’t know what else to do or say. He could only walk forward pathetically while Rahil followed close behind, ready to defend him with his life. His father would laugh at his pitiful condition. He would force Ashoka to forgo any emotional weakness.

Right on cue, Emperor Adil’s voice came like the high tide:

Simpering over your guard like a miserable rat. You continue to be weak. You continue to disappoint me, son.

Silence resumed and Ashoka forced himself to pay attention to the road. The last part of the road to the royal estate was marked by a tunnel of trees, the green canopy a welcome shade from the hot sun. As they passed by, Ashoka thought he heard a sunbird and tilted his face up towards the twisting branches above. To his surprise, he was greeted instead by a single, minuscule ghostly blue head poking out of one of the thick branches: a minor spirit. The rest of its body was obscured. Its eyes were oddly shaped and reminded him of a mangosteen stem. Opening its little mouth, the spirit let out the same sound he’d heard before.

He smiled bitterly. Not being able to understand or speak to spirits like the mayakari did was one of the world’s crueller tricks.

When they eventually arrived at the royal estate, Ashoka spotted a lone figure dawdling at the front steps. Naila – one of the mayakari he had befriended during his stay. She stood and walked down to meet them when they dismounted, and the leopards were taken away by a stable hand.

‘Is something wrong?’ he heard Rahil ask.

The young mayakari shook her head. She wore a deep green blouse and trousers. Her hair was tamed with coconut oil and a single jasmine blossom nestled in her hair. ‘I’ve just returned from the village. I wanted to see how the young woman who ingested the tea was doing since I treated her,’ she said. ‘Thought you’d want to know. Thankfully, she’s recovered well. I told her to avoid taking anything with spices for a few more days to avoid irritating her stomach.’

‘Good,’ Ashoka replied, relieved. ‘Her accuser left the city square not long ago with two burned fingers and a bruised self-esteem.’

‘Good,’ Naila echoed, but she appeared troubled. ‘You won’t be able to stop people from buying these counterfeit concoctions, Prince Ashoka. It’s a difficult endeavour.’

He knew that. Placing a ban on the sale of Ghost Queens in Taksila had done little to curb people’s curiosity. After all, what could be more fascinating than a flower that could supposedly reveal a mayakari without the need for burn testing? The easiest method for traders to get them through the city walls was to label them as standard green teas. Unless they were being openly marketed as Ghost Queen teas, they were difficult to catch. Still, it was worth the effort, though Aarya would be none too pleased by his actions. She never was. 

After temporarily assuming rule following Arush’s fall into a coma, it seemed that his sister was intent on reversing everything he’d done in Taksila.

Lift the ban on mayakari killings. Obey my command.

His sister’s words followed him around like a pungent odour. Failing to submit to her orders was arguably treason now that she was the acting regent, but there were witches under his protection. Achieving his goal of peace only to give it up was a special kind of betrayal. When Aarya’s messenger had asked for a response, he had the inciting words ready to fire:

I refuse her commands. If she wants war, she’ll get one. You will not sit upon the Obsidian Throne for long, sister.

He’d caught himself after the first sentence. The natural sibling rejoinder was to goad and exacerbate, but he couldn’t be like Arush, who would’ve been all too happy to start a conflict. Aggravating Aarya now was unwise. Instead, he had hedged.

He’d sent the messenger back with a letter to inform Aarya that he would temporarily refuse under the guise of continuing to restore the razed lands to their original glory with the help of the mayakari before submitting to her orders. He’d guessed that adding in the promise of excavating newfound natural resources should have lulled Aarya for a short while, and it had. However, it was Ashoka’s mistake in forgetting that his sister was the most distrustful out of the three of them. A week ago, she sent him another letter, this time with a new order. She would be sending a consul to Taksila to ‘observe his rebuilding efforts’ for a week. A not-so-subtle way of saying that he’d best be telling her the truth, and to make sure any underhanded efforts on his part would be stopped immediately. The consul, Daman, was due to arrive in Taksila in around two days’ time.

The consul’s arrival was truly an unfortunate turn of events, given that he was also anticipating a response from the queen of Kalinga. Planning to take the Obsidian Throne for himself was still a laughable dream with his measly numbers. What he needed was an army, an ally, and an inciting incident that he needed to manufacture. 

The answer lay to the south, in the Kingdom of Mahvo. His father had planned to annex the far southern kingdom until his death. While Arush had temporarily redirected soldiers to the north, Aarya wanted to carry out their father’s original plan. Since assuming the throne, his sister had already recalled troops from the Frozen Lands, ready to travel to the Satvan border once more. With its lack of advanced artillery and weapons, Mahvo was weaker than their empire. Easier to annex. Unless they had a stronger ally to help defend their land.

The ally would come in the form of the Kingdom of Kalinga. The island continent was known for its superior navy, but refrained from dealing with troops like the Ridi Empire to the far west did. If he were to convince the Kalingan queen, Kalyani, to arrange a deal that assured Mahvo’s security against the looming threat of the Ridi Empire, Kalingan troops could be sent to Mahvo’s border.

However, that would only create a tense stalemate. Neither side would want to risk aggravating the other. Aarya wouldn’t want to fruitlessly expend lives for the sake of expansion if the Kalingan soldiers remained at Mahvo’s border. Similarly, the Kalingan Kingdom couldn’t simply up and declare war against his family’s empire. One side needed to trespass into the others, and it had to be his sister.

His plan hinged on the approval of the Kalingan queen. She would need a monumental bargain to agree, and he had a proposition planned. He’d sent a purposefully vague letter to Queen Kalyani close to a fortnight ago now but was still awaiting a response. Impatience was starting to eat away at him. It was hard to temper, especially as Aarya’s voice taunted him in the moments where he doubted himself the most, reminding him of his place. Runt of the family and the late emperor’s unfavoured son. He was nowhere near the throne and, thanks to his father’s will, had no legal right to it, either. Despite Adil naming Arush and Aarya as successors, he’d been left out. 

Since their father had failed to include him, he and Arush had come to their own agreement before he left for Taksila. If he was able to rectify the spirit rampages in the capital, Arush would not only allow him to take Aarya’s position on the war council but also acknowledge him as a successor to the throne. It would require his brother to supersede their father’s original will by writing his own as the ruling monarch.

But now that Arush was comatose, Aarya was the acting regent, and he had no care for a position on the war council, the will seemed redundant. Would an acknowledgement of succession really matter if he were to usurp the throne? It wasn’t as if he was a nameless rebel. No matter how much his father had disliked him, they were blood. He was still Adil Maurya’s son. The Obsidian Throne was his right, too.

If you fail to comply, rest assured Ashoka – I will bring war to you.

Aarya’s words continued to plague him. Threatening war as an acting regent was a high call. A bluff, surely. No one knew if or when Arush would reawaken. Yet, it was exactly this uncertainty that Ashoka suspected Aarya was using to her advantage. It was as if she’d already assumed herself to be the permanent ruler. His sister was very much like a cat in that way, sauntering in expecting everybody to bow to her commands.

Poison or mayakari magic. Aarya had been tight-lipped about the true cause of Arush’s condition up until the last week, when she’d sent him another letter.

Our dear brother ingested a tea laced with crushed sea mango. A witch has been suspected of carrying out this most grievous attack, and one has been apprehended after attempting to flee the capital.

Ashoka almost thought the letter to be falsified when it was first presented to him. A mayakari being the culprit made little sense. There were only two in the palace. Harini was too meek to ever consider poisoning the emperor, and Shakti . . .

He paused. The second mayakari was still somewhat of an enigma. Her temperament was in complete opposition to Harini’s. Bolder. More impulsive. While he wouldn’t put it past her to start a brawl, he couldn’t imagine her choosing to murder someone, let alone the emperor. Something else was afoot that Aarya wouldn’t tell him. Something missing, or unsaid. This was his older sister, after all. Surely Aarya knew he would doubt her letter. 

From what he’d heard through the estate staff and his soldiers, rumours of Arush’s condition ranged from the believable to the fantastical. He feared for the poor mayakari who had been apprehended. Worried more for the two working in the palace. Shakti especially, considering she was one of Aarya’s newly appointed personal guards. He wanted to return to the Golden City to see Arush and confirm that the two mayakari were alive and well. However, the knowledge that a letter from the Kalingan Kingdom was due any moment kept him tethered to Taksila.

Ashoka was unceremoniously brought back to the present by the sound of Rahil’s voice. He was in the middle of asking Naila if there were any new mayakari who had travelled here from neighbouring states. Whispers of his ban must have travelled faster than initially thought, for both Nayani – the leader of Taksila’s mayakari resistance – and Naila tended to make offhand statements about a lone or group of mayakari migrating to Taksila from the empire’s surrounds. He couldn’t bring himself to wonder how many would have been found on their way here and burned.

‘I fear you think a great number of mayakari are finding their way here, but it is hardly an army’s worth,’ Naila was telling Rahil. ‘It’s only about a dozen so far, and none of the older mayakari are willing to learn to fight. You should see the looks on their faces when they’re asked – like we’re committing some sort of crime.’

Making the decision to train those within the mayakari resistance in combat had been a dubious move. After all, in what world would the pacifist witches agree to be taught the ways of a sword? But he’d been surprised at just how many consented to be trained. Skill in swordplay was simply an additional asset. Using their magic for a rebellion was their true power. Some were still reluctant, their thoughts bound by the mayakari code. The younger witches like Naila and Nayani, fed up with the cruel hand the world had dealt them, were itching for revenge. They were willing to fight with him to depose the reigning monarch to be freed from persecution.

The witches of the Ran Empire had suffered enough, and Adil’s legacy was no longer a solid model to stand on. A reversion was needed, one that harkened back to the relatively stable days of his grandmother, Empress Sarla. To the time before Emperor Adil carried out his ruthless onslaught against the nonviolent mayakari. Out of Adil Maurya’s three children, he was the only one who could.

‘I’m sure you’re all picking up the basics of combat well enough,’ he remarked, thinking of Shakti again. If they became as adept with a sword as she was, they would make decent soldiers.

‘You’re giving us far too much credit, Prince Ashoka,’ Naila said. ‘It’s still difficult for me to use a weapon in such a way.’

‘To defend?’

‘To kill,’ she replied, casting her eyes to the ground with a grimace. ‘Some part of me is holding back, I know that. You should see Nayani, though. She swings her sword like she’s held it all her life.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me.’ Ashoka had no doubt that the vengeance-driven mayakari picked up swordplay with ease. Trained well enough, she could become a force on the battlefield.

He watched, bemused, as Naila tilted her head like a pup. ‘Although, some of us were wondering if Rahil could spare some of his time,’ she said. ‘The soldiers continue to refer to you as the model to follow, and I must say, their praise has me interested.’

Ashoka heard Rahil shift before he even spoke. ‘Unfortunately, I cannot. Prince Ashoka is my priority.’

‘Well,’ Ashoka attempted lamely, ‘perhaps I can spare some of Rahil’s time. Have Sachith with me instead.’

Rahil looked not at him but at Naila when he said, ‘My apologies, Naila, but Prince Ashoka is mistaken. I am duty-bound to him. Wherever he goes, I follow.’

An uncomfortable silence followed his words. Naila glanced between them with a poorly concealed frown.

Ashoka resisted the urge to scream out of sheer frustration. Before he could respond, they became distracted by the sound of the entrance doors opening. A maidservant dressed in black rushed out, her hands clutching a piece of parchment stamped with a glittering blue seal. 

‘Prince Ashoka.’ She bowed as he approached. ‘A letter arrived for you while you were away. It bears the Kalingan seal.’

He perked up at the mention of the name, frustration vanishing. ‘Kalingan, you say?’ he murmured before thanking the girl and sending her on her way. Indeed, stamped upon the blue seal was the imprint of a sea dragon.

Rahil came closer. ‘The queen has responded?’

‘I hope so.’ Forcing his hands to still, Ashoka tore open the seal. Dread and hope played a dance of death in his head as he read its contents with bated breath:


Prince Ashoka,

It was with great surprise that I read your letter requesting an attendance with me. Even more surprising that you wished your letter to be viewed separately from the Maurya royals. To your credit, it served as enough fodder to keep me interested.

Your words were strong. Convincing, even. But they were ambiguous, and I assume, purposefully so. ‘A monumental favour made to reinvent the bloody history of the Ran Empire.’ One wonders what this favour would be.

You have piqued my curiosity. I will accept your request for an attendance with myself in a week’s time. Bring this letter with you as proof, for my soldiers will not bow to you.

Queen Kalyani
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Chapter Three

Shakti

SHE WAS AWAKE.

There was pressure on her arms. Legs. Pressure – were those . . . hands? There were hands on her.

A nightmare?

Her stomach muscles hurt, breathing slow and laboured. Panic set in. It was hard to breathe properly. Why was it hard?

‘I – I can’t – breathe!’ Shakti cried out. ‘Let me – why can’t I—’

Dizzy. She was so dizzy. Her head felt swollen. She vaguely remembered seeing Emperor Ashoka’s face. Then Arush’s. She didn’t know why. A familiar voice whispered in her head.

Let me tell you a story, Shakti . . .

A great wracking cough escaped her lips, spraying spittle all over the floor. Those hazy figures came into her field of vision again. Bodies. With swords. And noises – all those noises—

‘—make sure she won’t move—’

‘—on my count—’

She choked when liquid ran down her throat. It felt horrifyingly familiar. Had they done this before? What was she drinking? It tasted nutty and wretched, wretched, wretched.

Familiar, little bird.

You’ve played this game before.

Jaya was here.

No, she wasn’t. She was dead. Shakti’s mind was the haunting ground from which she spoke, a ghost disobeying all laws of rebirth. 

‘—mayakari, do it again. It didn’t work—’

Oh, now this voice, she wished she could silence.

The dead tyrant’s daughter. The one who poisoned her own brother. She never left. Sometimes, when Shakti thought she was awake, Aarya was there standing across from her. Observing her, as if she were a rare insect discovered in the mountaintops. Sometimes, when she was sure she was dreaming, Aarya rushed towards her with a sword and impaled her with it. She left her to bleed out on the grass as time accelerated and her body decomposed and became one with the earth.

‘. . . do what . . . again?’ Shakti ground out the words with great difficulty.

Her body seized and she coughed violently. This hurt. She wanted to stop hurting.

If I do what she asks, will she stop?

But it was hard to recall. What did the princess want?

‘—sake, curse. Your mind can’t be that—’

Oh. Curse. That’s what she wants.

No. I can’t. Shouldn’t, but . . .

. . . maybe she won’t hurt me if I do.

A voice in the back of her head kept screaming at her not to, that this was wrong. But she didn’t want to feel any more pain, so she pushed that voice away.

When Shakti next spoke, each word sounded like death. Her bones felt weaker. Her spine prickled, as if she were calling a Great Spirit, only to find that none existed. She was drowning beneath still water. The ashes of those killed in Kolakola revived and reached for her with grey hands. A winged serpent hunted her from above. A stranger awaited her in the dark, holding a knife in their hands. She heard her voice, hoarse and weak:

‘. . . suffering . . . your own heart . . . hate . . .’

Pressure snaked around her arms and legs again. A strange chorus began to chant dark songs and tragedies.

And then—


When she came to, Shakti felt that something was wrong. She just couldn’t understand what it was.

‘Ugh,’ she groaned, vaguely sensing cold stone behind her. ‘My back . . .’

Slowly, Shakti opened her eyes. She had been slumping against the wall. Her vision was blurred. Slightly hazy. Unfocused. She looked up and saw two people in front of her. A man and Aarya. Aarya and a man. Was this another nightmare? The princess wouldn’t leave her alone.

‘Alive, are you?’ Aarya’s voice was tinged with distaste. ‘Do you remember doing it?’

Shakti frowned. ‘Doing . . . what?’ Her words came out slurred. The taste of that horrible, nutty fluid still coated her tongue. Aarya’s next words were hard to follow. Shakti didn’t have the strength to listen, but she pretended to. Something about curses. Something about helping her.

That didn’t sound right. ‘Help who?’ she asked. ‘. . . you? Have I helped you?’

‘Enough. Unfortunately, some of us must stoop to levels that our fathers did not.’

Foolish, foolish Aarya. Fathers’ daughters were so blind. This one, especially. Shakti giggled. The giggling soon turned to loud, echoey laughter.

‘Is she . . . well?’

‘Delirium. Milk of poppy can do that, Your Highness . . . I’ll be outside . . .’

A door thudded loudly. There was a strange burble at the bottom of her throat. Confused, Shakti pressed her palms against her chest. The sensation travelled up, and she dissolved into a sudden fit of hiccups.

‘Do you . . . hate having to use me . . .’ she burbled, head lolling forward. There was wetness on her chin. She wiped it with her palm to have it come away with spit.

‘Unsavoury . . .’ Aarya’s voice came in and out. ‘. . . associate with a mayakari. Disgusting.’

That was wrong, too. Why was the princess lying? Adil had known one. He’d burned one here. A memory returned to her with startling clarity. 

‘You think your family’s blood is witch-less?’ Shakti said, voice hoarse. ‘Because it isn’t. Your aunt was a witch. A witch. Can you believe it, Princess?’

A long silence followed her words. The footsteps came closer. Aarya came closer. Sudden pain lanced at her fingers, and she squealed. Squinting her eyes, Shakti tried to focus on the princess. She looked horrified. Livid. Very livid. She was stepping on her hands. It hurt.

‘Even half-lost to the world, you lie to save yourself,’ came Aarya’s voice. ‘My aunt died of an illness, you pathetic wretch.’

Shakti laughed again. ‘No.’ She smiled and tapped the side of her temple. ‘Your father told me. He’s in my head, you know. He won’t leave. But he told me. Your . . . mother’s sister. A mayakari. Take that!’

More silence. Silence made her uncomfortable, especially here. She needed to fill it.

‘Do you know . . . what separates us, Princess?’ Shakti mumbled. The strength in her upper body was fading. Slowly, she slid down from her place against the wall.

A snort. ‘Title.’

Wrong. ‘Magic,’ Shakti said in a loud whisper. ‘Humans are all the same but . . . mayakari . . . we have magic. You may love your father but if – if you were born into your family as a witch . . . hmm. He would’ve burned you just the same.’

Where am I?

Letting out a weary groan, Shakti cracked her eyes open. Soft darkness surrounded her, illuminated only by little spots of torchlight. She was on the floor. It was unbearably cold. Cell. Prison cell. She was in a prison cell. How did she remember; how did she know?

Little bird.

Jaya.

Little bird, wake up.

Her aunt’s voice was a temporary balm. The rounded vowels and comforting lilt vanished like smoke the moment her body registered heat, then a sharp ache all throughout her body. 

Bits and pieces of memory rushed at her like ocean waves. Her, fighting Aarya. Her, offering Aarya her abilities in exchange for her life. After that—

Soldiers. Chains. Thrown in a prison cell. Then—

Then what?

Then what?

Shakti’s mouth was dry. Rough like sandpaper, and no amount of spit could help it.

I can’t remember. Why can’t I remember?

Her mind was as dark as her surroundings. Memories failed to piece together. They came half-formed or not at all.

Missing. Missing. Missing. Something was missing. What was she missing?

In her panic, her heart began to respond in kind. It beat furiously; a leopard trapped in a metal cage. It cracked its teeth and shattered its claws trying to escape. It was tired, fur matted. Dried along its silky coat—

Blood.

There was blood. On her skin. Her clothes. Shakti’s skin crawled. What had they done to her?

Terror crept in. She hoisted herself up from where she had been lying curled up on the floor. Metal rattled and clinked. Shakti glanced down at her bare feet, bloodied like the rest of her body. Red, puckered skin oozed a watery fluid from the centre.

She stared at her legs, covered by black cotton trousers. Parts were worn, slashed. In a panic, she yanked her left arm only to be pulled back unceremoniously. Silver glinted on her wrist – shackles.

Reaching out her left arm in gentler motions, Shakti felt the skin of her legs, travelling up, up, up—

No. Thank the spirits, she didn’t feel sore there.

But then—

What happened?

Hundreds drowning in stormy waves. A stranger holding a knife in the dark. A vial of poison. A terrified sob escaped her lips.

What did she do to me?
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Chapter Four

Ashoka

‘AN INVITATION TO VISIT TRIKALINGA IN THE MIDST OF a consul’s arrival,’ Nayani remarked. ‘My, my, Prince Ashoka, you are in a bind.’

Lounging like a cat on a plush settee, the mayakari offered him a sympathetic grimace.

So too, did Sachith. Beside him, the captain of the Ridi guard stationed in Taksila, Kanna, tilted her head to the side. All three had been summoned into Ashoka’s study the following morning to address the issue regarding Consul Daman, who would be arriving from the Golden City the following day. Ashoka couldn’t delay Queen Kalyani’s invitation, considering that time was of the essence.

Departing for Kalinga was no issue. It was the threat of Aarya finding out from the consul where he’d gone that was the problem. Meeting with Queen Kalyani without her consent was akin to bringing wood into a burning house. Being absent for the duration of the consul’s visit would also give Aarya enough reason to force Ashoka out of his governorship. He needed a plausible reason to turn the consul away.

‘The problem is that I can’t simply turn one person away from Taksila,’ he told the group. ‘And to have it be a consul, no less. That’s more than enough reason for my sister to act against me. I may have to deny all individuals who are trying to enter Taksila. Possibly those who want to leave, too.’

‘There will be opposition from Taksilans, Prince Ashoka,’ Nayani argued. ‘They’ll want to move freely. Stopping them will be difficult.’

‘Prince Ashoka,’ Kanna remarked. She was a small but domineering woman, mostly amicable unless he were to suggest anything that would put the Ridi soldiers in a bind. ‘I agree with Nayani. You will need a practical reason to enforce a travel ban. If I may – a perceived danger to public health is always a safe bet.’

‘Ah.’ He knew why the captain would suggest it. ‘Like the Red Sickness that hit Makon? I remember my father was hesitant to have our merchant ships return from the capital. That’s not a bad suggestion, captain.’

‘Declaring a city lockdown due to a false illness that no one can see the effects of is a terrible risk,’ Rahil spoke up. He stood by the bay window with his arms crossed, appearing more princelike than Ashoka ever had. ‘People aren’t foolish, Prince Ashoka.’

The comment was laced with an undercurrent of derision. Ashoka scowled at him. To his utter frustration, Rahil fixed him with a blank stare and said nothing more.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the two soldiers and Nayani share a look. It made him self-conscious, having others know that there was a problem between him and his personal guard. Almost as if he didn’t have control. Gritting his teeth, Ashoka made to argue against his claims, but it seemed that Rahil’s remarks had already created damage.

‘Unless,’ ventured Kanna, ‘you wish to declare a lockdown, say, in search of a dangerous witch.’ When Nayani shot her a scowl, the woman added, ‘but I gather that would go against your interests.’

It certainly would. The idea of a rogue mayakari was one he hadn’t even bothered to entertain.

‘Not to mention unbelievable,’ Nayani replied, scoffing. ‘Why would you disrupt an entire city’s operations for one witch?’

‘A dangerous mayakari is not so unbelievable,’ Sachith murmured.

‘Ah yes,’ Nayani shot back, tone acidic enough to strip skin raw. ‘Perhaps we can curse the entire Taksilan population, see how that pans out. Though I can’t guarantee if a plague can be created in time.’

‘Don’t joke about those things.’

‘Then don’t offer us as a scapegoat.’

He noticed Rahil continue to observe him in the same way he did during combat training. Watching, or in this case, waiting for a mistake. As if he would be proven correct. He wouldn’t give Rahil the satisfaction.

‘The new mines,’ Ashoka said, silencing them both. He stood, chair scraping against the floor as he wandered over to the giant map of Taksila that hung on the eastern wall of the study. After they’d freed the Great Spirit trapped in his father’s statue, Ashoka had replaced the map his father had put up. That map was an abomination; marking areas where mayakari resided, many pockets crossed out to indicate where burnings had occurred. The new map had changed to reflect the mines with extractable iron ore discovered close to the Vihara Mountains. ‘Halt operations there. Have your mayakari ask some minor spirits to cause a ruckus.’

‘Halt operations?’ Nayani echoed in disbelief. ‘But the ore . . .’

The mayakari’s displeasure was understandable. Since the angered Great Spirits had been pacified, the northern lands were slowly regrowing. Rebuilding efforts were slow but steady. Following his first letter to Aarya, the resistance had conducted appeasement rites around the mining areas in the north to allow iron ore to be extracted without irritating any nature spirits. The iron ore was then used to create standard Ran military weapons. Swords, crossbows for artillery, khandas – the like – all emblazoned with the empire’s seal. They were made and kept within the state or sent to the capital, to keep Aarya placated.

However, Ashoka had ordered some of the Ran weapons – which were delivered from Mathura to Taksila – to be carefully concealed and imported down south past Satva’s border. Ran-made weapons were the best in the known world. For any unconquered kingdoms to use their own weapons against them would be a wonderful irony. However, there was only so much that could be secretly traded. He expected the Ran soldiers stationed in parts of the border to take note and ban the entry of their weapons into Mahvo. The hope was that it would reach Aarya’s ears soon and sow the seeds of discontent.

During his correspondence with Mahvo’s queen, Malika, Ashoka had made his intentions very clear. If he was able to obtain security for Mahvo with the Kalingan Kingdom’s assistance, she would help him to take full control of Satva and onward. Queen Malika had agreed to his plan, and awaited word on his dealings with Queen Kalyani. He knew he had placed his game pieces early, but he was willing to take a risk. The Kalingan queen could be convinced. If there was a chance to weaken the Maurya dynasty, she would do it, that much he knew. 

‘It’ll be temporary,’ Ashoka said. ‘Just over a week at most, while I’m away.’ Journeying to Kalinga would take about three days, and he was unsure of how much time he would have to spend in the capital before returning.

Nayani seemed to mull it over. ‘A week . . . all right, then,’ she said.

‘Good,’ Ashoka replied. ‘This is the story we’ll give Taksilans and Consul Daman: Sachith and Kanna, while I’m gone, you and the mayakari resistance will be attempting to contain another errant nature spirit fallen victim to my father’s exploits. For safety reasons, a barrier will be set up, and no one is allowed to enter the city. When the consul arrives, apologize and have him return to the capital. They can revisit me later.’

The soldiers bowed. ‘Understood, Prince Ashoka,’ they replied in unison.

Nayani fixed her gaze on Rahil and asked, ‘What do you think?’

If only Ashoka could silently communicate his displeasure at her comment. She seemed intent on causing chaos in this meeting, but he could only settle for a warning glare.

Rahil, however, appeared unruffled. ‘Prince Ashoka is the governor,’ Rahil said smoothly. ‘If he deems this to be the best decision, I agree with him.’

If I didn’t love him, I would strangle him.

‘We’re done here.’ Clasping his hands behind his back, Ashoka tipped his chin towards the direction of the door. ‘All of you may leave. I shall draft a notice ordering the city gates to be closed to residents and visitors.’

First to depart was Nayani, who shot him a probing uptick of an eyebrow before she did. Kanna and Sachith were the last to leave, shutting the doors quietly behind them. Once he was sure they were alone and no one was listening, Ashoka stood abruptly and stalked towards Rahil, stopping only a hair’s breadth away. Myrrh soap and sandalwood assaulted his senses. Ashoka could see his outline reflected in Rahil’s eyes, a vaguely human shadow on its last shred of patience. That overwhelming need to be violent surged up again; to grab Rahil by the shoulders and tackle him to the ground as if that would get him to surrender this futile war.

‘You’re petty,’ were the first words that tumbled out of his mouth.

‘What an astute observation,’ Rahil countered.

‘Trying to oppugn me in front of them was low,’ Ashoka said, scowling.

‘That wasn’t my intention, Prince Ashoka,’ Rahil shot back, his expression infuriatingly neutral. ‘I apologize if you felt that way.’

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Ashoka closed his eyes. It was as if he were speaking to one of the council members. ‘You’re irritating me to no end,’ he said.

Rahil’s mouth set into a hard line. ‘I should fucking hope so.’

He cracked one eye open. A reaction – interesting. Anger came to Rahil about as frequently as Adil showered praise upon Ashoka. When he did succumb to intemperance, Rahil didn’t turn violent. Rather, he became silent, as he was now.

‘I apologized. Multiple times. What else do you want me to say?’

‘Nothing.’

Frustration bubbled and boiled over like a cauldron under higher heat.

‘Are you going to hit me?’ Rahil asked, nodding towards his clenched fists. ‘You look like you want to.’

‘I do,’ Ashoka admitted, ‘but I won’t.’ Besides, Rahil would have him on his knees, in pain, within moments.

‘Nonviolence. How surprising.’ A short, terse response, but Ashoka knew what went unsaid.

‘If you don’t want me to say anything, then why bother keeping up this charade?’ he asked, vexed.

‘You think this is a charade?’ Rahil retorted, scowling.

‘Isn’t it?’ Ashoka argued. His inner voice begged him to stop, to take a breath and reconsider his words, but he ignored it. ‘I’ve chosen to take the high ground and apologize for something that, in the midst of all this, feels irrelevant.’

Rahil flinched, and Ashoka’s chest tightened. It was the wrong thing to say in the heat of the moment. ‘Irrelevant,’ he echoed. ‘You’re not the same, Ashoka. Ever since I came here, you – I—’ Rahil seemed to catch himself and pursed his lips together, refusing to speak further.

‘What?’ Frustrated, Ashoka made to push him back, but Rahil caught his wrist before it ever landed on his chest. ‘Do you hate me? Tell me you hate me. At this point, I would rather you say that.’

Rahil’s grip on his wrist tightened. Silence clouded the room like a stubborn morning fog as they stared at each other, unwilling to break. It was only when there came a sudden, feeble knock on the door that Ashoka was forced to avert his eyes and wrench his hand back. ‘Come in,’ he called out.

The door parted to reveal an elderly man with a neatly trimmed white beard and impeccable posture: Varun, one of the royal estate’s most senior staff. ‘Forgive the intrusion, but there is a visitor for you, Prince Ashoka,’ he stated.

Frowning, Ashoka crossed his arms. ‘I don’t recall planning any further audiences today, Varun,’ he said. ‘Unless . . . is the visitor a mayakari?’

The older man shook his head. ‘She is not,’ he said, and pushed the door open wider.

The moment Ashoka spotted the untamed hair and wide smile, he rushed forward. So did Rahil. Spirits, he hadn’t seen his advisor’s face in months.

‘Sau!’ he exclaimed, stopping short to allow Rahil to get to her first. With a delighted squeal, Sau launched herself into Rahil’s open arms like she was seeing family after many years away. Rahil hugged her back, just as fierce.

He still harboured a grudge against Aarya for taking his advisor away from him. To hinder his success in Taksila – and in doing so hinder part of the bet Ashoka had with Arush that would’ve seen him as head of the war council – Aarya had convinced their older brother to send Sau away to Makon for negotiations with its recently appointed crown prince. 

‘I’m alive,’ Sau said with a laugh. ‘Although I haven’t missed the heat.’ Gently detaching herself from Rahil, she turned her attention to Ashoka. There were dark shadows under her eyes, as if she hadn’t slept for days. She was dressed in what appeared to be Ridi clothing; a short black wraparound tunic and grey linen trousers that tapered at the ankles. It was odd to see Sau without her saris.

‘Taksila hasn’t burned to the ground, so can I assume that you’ve survived well enough without me, Prince Ashoka?’ she asked, quirking an eyebrow. ‘Although, I’ll need to take a closer look at – oh!’

Ashoka didn’t let her finish. In what his father would have deemed to be an unsavoury act, he gathered Sau in a relieved, welcoming embrace. He felt her stiffen at the sudden contact before she relaxed. A sea-salt smell lingered in her hair, and from her clothes wafted the scent of wet wood and cardamom, familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.

‘I’m happy you’re here,’ he murmured. After missing her presence throughout his first few weeks in Taksila, to freeing the Great Spirit, to now fighting with Rahil, he needed some sense of comfort.

‘My, my,’ Sau remarked, patting him gently on the back. He could sense that she was smiling, but her tone carried some perplexity with it. He felt her fingers skim his hair where it now curled at the nape of his neck and fell around his ears. ‘You’ve grown your hair out. It suits you.’

Instinctively, Ashoka’s gaze landed on Rahil who was watching him with an unreadable expression. Throat suddenly dry, he gently detached himself from Sau, keeping his hands on her shoulders. ‘You were able to help Prince Ryu? There was nothing too difficult?’ he asked, knowing he sounded like a concerned father rather than a prince. Despite Rahil having returned from Makon several weeks ago, Sau had stayed behind after having struck up an unspoken deal with the Ridi prince, Ryu, in exchange for his soldiers to be stationed in Taksila. Ashoka hadn’t been sure when she was to return, but her face was a welcome sight. ‘And how did you get here?’

Sau shrugged, her grin vanishing for a split second before it resurfaced. ‘Help is a strong word. I merely provided some advice,’ she admitted. Still tight-lipped about the deal, Ashoka noted, though he saw no need to press upon it further. ‘And what do you mean how did I get here? I boarded a ship headed to the Golden City’s port – what an arduous journey that was, mind you – and then I made the journey here by boat. The privateer charged me a ridiculous sum, but it wasn’t as if I could argue with her.’

A long and tiring journey by any means. If Sau had simply returned to the palace to have a soldier fly her here, that would have been much easier. However, Sau’s fear of winged serpents was well known. Besides, he wasn’t sure if Aarya would have let Sau leave. ‘Have you eaten anything?’ Ashoka inquired instead, noticing her unusually hollowed features.

‘Today? Water, a piece of roast paan, and that’s about it,’ Sau replied. ‘Can I have something to eat? I’m famished.’

‘I’ll have the cooks prepare a meal for the advisor, Prince Ashoka,’ Varun called out from his position by the door before he departed for the kitchens.

‘Lovely man, Varun. Told me his son-in-law is from Anurapura, too,’ Sau commented idly before her face turned sombre. ‘Now, tell me how exactly Aarya became acting regent. I heard from some portside traders when I landed and thought they were joking.’

It took longer than expected for Ashoka to explain how Arush fell into a coma and Aarya had assumed rulership despite there not being many details to spare since all that he knew came from his sister’s letter. Rather, he was more concerned about what he had accomplished in Taksila, and how Sau would respond. After all, killing the governor had not been in their original plan.

Sau appeared dazed once he finished his recount of killing Kosala in the razed lands. ‘I . . . that’s certainly one way to take control,’ she replied. Disbelief was clear across her face as she eyed him with newfound fascination. ‘Finally abandoned those romantic ideals of yours, then?’

At least her reaction was better than Rahil’s.

Ashoka frowned. ‘I didn’t abandon them,’ he said. ‘I simply came to understand that I was viewing the world foolishly. Sometimes actionable steps must be taken.’

Behind him, Rahil huffed at the mention of actionable steps. He saw Sau’s eyes flicker to him before she refocused her attention. ‘You can’t ban mayakari killings here for long,’ she said. ‘Pri – Empress Aarya will resume control soon enough. Acting empress – hah. I can’t quite believe it. Neither can I believe that one of the mayakari would poison Arush.’

‘We’re in agreement there. Aarya’s already impatient, too. I’m trying to ward off Consul Daman—’ When Sau shot him a confused look, Ashoka sighed, ‘Surveillance. He’s set to visit us, but I’ve made provisions to turn him back at the city gates.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘We need to travel to Trikalinga to meet with Queen Kalyani without Aarya’s knowledge,’ he replied. ‘She wants me to give up on Taksila, but I won’t let her destroy what I have already saved.’

‘Kalinga?’ A sigh escaped Sau, louder than a beleaguered dog on a hot summer day. ‘Please catch me up to speed as fast as you can, Ashoka,’ she said. ‘If we’re to commit treason, I would like to agree to it with a clear conscience.’
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Chapter Five

Shakti

SHAKTI HAD CURSED. SHE WAS SURE OF IT.

Waking up relatively clear-headed in her sunless cell, she felt like a rotting carcass. She was locked in the holding cells within the palace grounds. Stone walls surrounded her on all four sides. To her north was a large wooden door with metal grilles. No bed had been afforded to her, only the cold comfort of the floor.

For a long, horrible moment, she couldn’t remember how she’d got here.

Memories and elapsed time continued to elude her. There were so many gaps in her memory. Her body was a canvas of suffering, and yet she couldn’t remember how it came to be this way.

What she did remember was the unmistakable, eerie feeling of slipping into the cursed tongue.

Shivers down her spine. Death in all its forms. The guilt of taking a life. That uncanny, unnerving sensation she had felt when she first placed a curse upon Adil. It was the same.

A curse, and one uttered without any memories of it. Fuck. Had she done so of her own volition, dazed and spewing nonsense? Or had she been forced?

Dread settled like a dead weight upon her chest at the realization.

‘Who did I . . . ?’ she mumbled to herself, struggling to sit up. ‘What . . . ?’

But nothing came. No recollection, only the feeling.

She was parched, lips dry and cracked. Even stretching out an arm stung as the scabs that formed over her wounds threatened to split again. Her stomach pleaded for food, even a small grain of rice. Her whole body felt hollow.

Suddenly, there came a shuffling outside her door. If she strained her ears, Shakti could catch the conversation between soldiers as they changed guard. One voice bid the other goodnight.

Ah. It was nighttime.

Shakti needed to know what was asked of her during those crucial moments that she couldn’t remember. Screaming at the soldiers stationed outside wouldn’t help. They only followed orders, keeping her bound. In fact, she would likely be subject to those memory lapses again if she raised her voice.

A sharp pain lanced through her head, and Shakti groaned, clutching the side of her temples to soothe herself. Adil’s face surfaced in her mind, cruel and haughty, before it morphed into—

Aarya.

Aarya, Aarya, Aarya.

She had been there, in those hazy scraps of memories Shakti fought to cling on to. The royal circlet that used to rest upon Arush’s head. The bittered sugar tones. The order:

‘Do it again.’

Do what again? Do what—

‘Curse.’

The words came rushing back, but the voice wasn’t her own. It was Aarya’s.

Shakti’s heart was beating so furiously that she thought it would soon sputter to a stop, overworked.

Whom did I curse? What was it?

I need to undo it . . .

. . . or is it too late?

The last thought alarmed her the most. Curses were unpredictable. They could enact in a matter of moments to years. What if this one had acted as quickly as the one that she cast on Adil? What if someone was suffering – or dead – because of her? Cursing was acceptable if she was in control. But she hadn’t been.

Aarya would know what had transpired here, what she’d forced her to do. She needed to speak to her.

Unable to find the strength to sit cross-legged, Shakti lay down, staring at the ceiling. It was almost impossible to ignore the hunger pangs, the lacerations that pleaded for treatment and the spasms in her stomach. Almost. But she needed to know who – or what – she had cursed. Perhaps it was too late, but perhaps not. If she was lucky, the curse could be undone. She just had to remember, and there was only one way to do it.

At first, pain was all she could feel. On her chest, her head, her back. Vaguely, she recalled Aarya carving a bloody mark between her shoulder blades when they fought. Alas, there were no mirrors in this cell for her to see what it was. Whenever she twisted her arms to feel her back, it hurt. The telltale bumpiness of scabs was there, but so too was the moist and raw sensation of tissue that covered a still-healing wound. It probably looked horrendous.

Focus. Shakti allowed herself to concentrate on the breath. Weak, sputtering exhales came first, until they became longer and drawn out. Bodily pains faded into the background. At some point, her thoughts petered out into nothingness, and her mind turned silent. Deep in the pit of her stomach, she sensed a familiar tug. In her mind’s eye, it presented itself as a faint blue thread glowing in the dark, begging to be pulled. Shakti tugged.

Whatever air she held in her lungs released with a sharp exhale. The thread pulled her haphazardly, forcing her to tumble into a deep, dark cavern. Oh, how she’d missed this feeling.

Shakti thought of Emperor Ashoka and entered the Collective.

‘Shakti. You have returned.’

Emperor Ashoka, the first of his name, the first Maurya to be named emperor, greeted her. She’d entered, thinking of him, which was a relief from the last few times she’d arrived with the sole purpose of speaking to Adil. The emperor’s ethereal features were marked with concern as she materialized. The two of them had appeared on what seemed to be the peak of the Mountain of Rebirth where nature died and flourished in equal measure. The grass beneath her feet was a swirl of green and yellow, looking both dewy and dry, but she couldn’t feel it. A terrible shame – she longed to feel the grass beneath her feet.

To her right, the view of the valley where the Golden City lay was surrounded by a thin mist, but it wasn’t how she remembered it. It was smaller, with larger swatches of unfelled forests, and houses on the outskirts still under construction. She quickly realized that this was likely how Emperor Ashoka remembered the Golden City when he had been alive; an army of ants expanding their colony above ground.

‘Emperor,’ she huffed as she approached him. Entering the Collective had tired her.

The ruby-studded circlet upon Emperor Ashoka’s head lustred like blood when freshly let. His deep brown skin gleamed in the false sunlight. He sat a few paces away, cross-legged on the ground. ‘Have you come to hear a story again?’

Shakti halted in her tracks, flummoxed. ‘Excuse me?’

‘A story,’ he repeated. ‘You asked for one before.’

Before? That didn’t make any sense. I never entered the Collective after I fought Aarya. Unless I don’t—

‘—remember,’ Shakti whispered, her breath hitching. ‘I don’t remember anything.’

At some point during her proclamation, Shakti had dropped to her knees on the ground, head bowed into herself. She didn’t realize until she saw a pair of sandaled feet and glanced up. The emperor stood before her, his dark brown eyes assessing her with unease.

Slowly, he knelt until they were face to face. She couldn’t imagine any of the current Maurya brood kneeling the way he did in front of a commoner. A mayakari. Except perhaps for Prince Ashoka.

‘You came here before,’ the emperor told her gently, ‘in a fit of terror. I don’t think you arrived here on purpose, Shakti. It seemed like you’d appeared out of instinct
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