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For my precious girls Shardooli and Niyutsa Through all the love and laughter, all the tantrums and tears, you have always been my courage, pride and hope


Nissangatwe nirmohatwam


Nirmohatwe nishchalatatwam


When attachment is lost, delusion ends; when delusion ends, the mind becomes unwavering and steady.


—Adi Shankaracharya
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Cast of Characters


Janpad of Shringaali


Arihant – The Devnaampriya, Beloved of the Gods, created as a cosmic weapon to confront and destroy Aushij, the Lord of Maya


Atirath – Arihant’s adoptive father and chief of the Pradyot Clan


Vasudha – Atirath’s wife and Arihant’s adoptive mother


Ekdant – Atirath and Vasudha’s natural son, older than Arihant by four years


Jayant – Arihant’s cousin, and the son of Atirath’s younger brother, Udhav


Udhav and Suparna – Jayant’s parents


Mridul – Ekdant’s first cousin and his chief counsellor in the Caucus of Ekdant’s private army, Yuva Shakti


Damini – Arihant’s beloved mare, gifted to him at the age of twelve


Agni – Damini’s foal sired by Shiaminin of the Drukin Monyul; destined to be Arihant’s war-steed


Empire of Avrohan


Ilavarta – Avrohan’s assassinated emperor, still widely loved and respected


Ritaayu – Ilavarta’s only son and crown prince, presumed dead by the Usurper; brought up collectively by the Samyaati Kul, he is now the hugely popular Tejaswi or the Shining One


Daaruk – Ilavarta’s Lord Armourer and childhood friend, now Ritaayu’s teacher and counsellor


Rituparna – Ilavarta’s cousin and the new emperor of Avrohan


Tushaar – Former Captain of Ilavarta’s Bodyguard and now Rituparna’s Prime Minister


Agyaat – Rituparna’s Spy Master


Kaanshalya – A former Mareechika Spectre; now heading the private spy network of Prime Minister Tushaar, under the alias Makarand


Mohini/Anaamika – A breathtakingly beautiful young woman with rare abilities


The Samyaati Kul – A conglomerate of maharshis dedicated to protecting the identity of the Devnaampriya and preparing him for his Confrontation with Aushij. These include Pratishravas and Advait, Arihant’s first and fourth gurus, and Shandilya who cursed the Vakrini six millennia ago


Empire of Kozirupam


Trishiras – the Southern Usurper and the new Emperor of Kozirupam


Raudraa – his daughter and the Crown Princess of Kozirupam, who is also the Warrior, Lover and High Priestess of the Sleeping God, Aushij


Vaagdatta – Warrior-Princess of the southern kingdom of Aizolam and ex-Empress of Kozirupam, spearheading the armed rebellion against Trishiras


Aagneyi – Assassinated Emperor Paanimaan and Vaagdatta’s only child and the true empress of Kozirupam


Dhanashri – Princess of the southern kingdom of Naagpattan and one of the eight co-empresses of Kozirupam


Kartikeyan – Dhanashri’s distant cousin and Controller of her private information network


Mareech – the former High Priest of Aushij, now existing as a malevolent spirit


Vichitran – an acolyte of Mareech and an adept in the Dark Arts, sworn to avenging his guru’s death


Maniratnam – Kozirupam’s Trade Envoy to the Janpad of Shringaali, Emperor Trishiras’ fellow-acolyte and Ekdant’s mentor and guide


Hill Kingdoms


Brihadrath – Crown prince of the hill kingdom of Tilhut, who shared Arihant’s exile in the Mind City of Surangini


Himadri – Brihadrath’s bodyguard and friend, and one of the three Tilhuti soldiers who accompanied Brihadrath and Arihant into Surangini


Kumbhak – one of the same three Tilhut soldiers, now married to the Drukin Monyul healer, Kohika


Kohika – Kumbhak’s wife and a Drukin Monyul healer


Adrivenu – the third Tilhuti soldier to accompany Brihadrath and Arihant, now shadowed by Mareech’s spirit


Shatark – a former member of Brihadrath’s bodyguard and now a ranking officer


Kadru – Shatark’s wife


Jayati – Shatark and Kadru’s posthumous daughter


Trijata – Brihadrath’s mother and Tilhut’s Queen


Land of the Swallows


The Vakrini – born as Naritaa in the Drukin Monyul tribe of the Great Sixteen, known now as the Vakrini – the Twisted One; Arihant’s third guru and the architect of the Mind City of Surangini


The Hikai – Ultimate Warriors of the Drukin Monyul


The Haikinu – Apprentice Hikai


Lakshit Tribes/Kutumbi


Mundak – the only survivor, along with his sister, of the massacre carried out by the Serpents of Aushij in Arihant’s birth village


Bhusundi – Mundak’s uncle, and an eye-witness to the birth of the legend of the Burning Tree of the Lakshits


The Enigmas – divine and profane


Aushij – the Lord of Maya tricked by his siblings into a Prison of Dreams, known also as the Sleeping (or Waking) God and the Great Asura


Anik – Aushij’s part-avatar


Shubham and Yupaaksha – Aushij’s brothers and part of the initial Divine Quartet, now reduced to a Triumvirate after Aushij’s ouster


Aadya – Aushij’s sister and the only Goddess in the Divine Quartet/Triumvirate


Adi Shakti – Primal Energy who birthed the Divine Quartet


Kaal/Oracle – the eternal Time-Spirit and Keeper of the Universe


Bhootnaath – ostensibly a malang (an order of ascetics devoted to the Supreme Consciousness), he is a mysterious phenomenon who becomes Arihant’s second guru


The Waronig/White Demons – Abominations born of the union of demons and humans, allied with Emperor Trishiras


Daanavas – a class of demons who are distortions of the fire element


The Serpents – part-human profanities conceived and created in the Temple of Aushij to serve him


Gandharva and Kinnar – kinds of demi-gods


Yaksha – water-elemental


The Divaswapna – Ritaayu’s living sword, created for him when he was a child




Trails


A bat flew out of the copse enclosing the ashram, skimming the air on soundless wings. Four silhouettes followed its flight-path a moment later; human shapes merged with equine, casting strange shadows on the moonlit path. They paused at the edge of the river, still and silent. No jingle of harness or spur betrayed their presence. One turned his head to look back the way they had come. Another reached out to lay a hand on his arm in sympathy, and nodded once when their eyes met. Then, one by one, they turned their faces towards the south-east and rode quietly into the deepening night. The last of the riders took an extra moment to stealthily reach inside his shirt, as though to make sure of something he was carrying, before wheeling his mount to follow the others.


The bat floated overhead, unseen and unheard, a tiny smudge against the tattered strips of cloud nudging the gibbous moon, its wings tracing the route they followed.
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The outline stirred – a shadow puppet shimmering on the air. ‘I can see the difficulty. Still, I wish there had been another way.’


Advait nodded, face sharp with anxiety as he attempted to warm himself by the mind-bond that sparked between him and his Kul – kin – brother. ‘So do I,’ he returned, his thought sighing through the ether to resound at the other end of the link. ‘But it was getting close – too close for comfort. Mareech with his Serpents ambushing them virtually at our doorstep was the last straw. I simply could not let the Tilhutis stay, and had to hasten the departure of those two as well. In any case, we could not have protected them forever.’


‘I know,’ the familiar presence comforted, the air in the room warming slightly to convey affection, trust and empathy. ‘You, like the rest of us, can only do what the Universe permits. There comes a point where the Grand Intricacy takes over, and our industrious little designs are rendered irrelevant. I only worry because –’ the voice paused, ‘well, because that is all I can do at the moment! And also because he is still too young, too untried, too – too different. As is the other one, in his own way.’ The names could not be mentioned across the ether, but they both knew that they spoke of Arihant and Ritaayu. ‘You are right, though, my brother – we could not have protected them forever, and perhaps this was meant to be.’ Listening intently, Advait felt an unexpected smile wind around the next question. ‘I do hope, though, that before pronouncing the sentence, you gave it to both of them in large spadefuls!’


Advait relaxed into laughter. ‘Well, of course. I was certainly not about to bypass the rare opportunity of giving a piece of my mind to two such as those! My words, though, were mere pale reflections of Daaruk’s; his were scorching, to say the least!’


‘I knew I could count on that man,’ the presence twinkled, then stilled. ‘Did you tell him the truth? Before he left?’


Maharshi – great sage – Advait nodded slowly, aware that they spoke now of Ilavarta’s son rather than his Lord Armourer. ‘It was time he knew. The delusion would not have protected him any longer – he needed to be handed the shield of truth before he stepped into battle. Otherwise, he might have endangered not just himself but also the one he wards.’


‘I could not agree more.’ The outline flickered. The Maharshi felt the taut air loosen as his interlocutor began to withdraw from the mind-bond. He unclenched his own consciousness to permit the disentanglement. ‘Farewell, my brother, and rest easy. I will let the others know and see what more can be done. Meanwhile, there are those who await their turn – and their move.’


Advait experienced the gentle wrench of separation and rubbed his temples to relieve the sudden onslaught of a mild headache as the invisible barrier around him dissolved. ‘That is what I fear, Pratishravas,’ he murmured aloud to the rapidly receding presence of the first Guru of the Devnaampriya – Beloved of the Gods. ‘There are an infinite number of possible moves, and none can predict them all. Not even Arihant. Gods above! Did they have to be so young – and so foolish?’


[image: image]


‘Not sleepy, anujaa – little sister?’ The voice was warm and concerned. Feeling fresh tears well, she shook her head, not looking at the older woman. Vasudha’s tone gentled further, as did the hand kneading her tense shoulder. ‘You should have come to me. Woken me up. It is not good to grieve thus, alone.’


‘You did,’ she whispered, and felt the other woman shake her head.


‘Never,’ Vasudha told her firmly. ‘There was always the two of us, Ari’s father and me.’ She never, ever referred to her dead husband as Ekdant’s father, the younger woman realized suddenly. A wave of empathy swept through her, stemming her tears. ‘And I have lost count of the times when, in the weeks that followed Ari’s going away, you or Brother Udhav would come and sit beside me, saying nothing. Or speaking lightly of irrelevant things, just letting me know you were there if I needed you. That is how I stayed sane. I survived because of you, all of you. Does that not give me the right to share your grief, now that your mother’s heart bleeds like mine did so long ago? Like it still does.’


She did not respond at once, watching a firefly as it soared into the air to join the departing swarm. ‘It might have been easier,’ she finally confessed, ‘had I had other children – even just one more.’


‘Nothing makes it easier,’ Vasudha said in a hard little voice. ‘I, who have lost three sons – two who called me mother, and one who called you so but regarded me as nothing less … I can tell you that.’


‘Ekdant is still here,’ she offered uncertainly, and heard her sister-in-law growl in disgust.


‘Which is a pity, is it not?’ Vasudha spat, rage darkening her aura like a cloud. ‘My Ekdant – the child I once birthed from my body – died the day he left home in the wake of that cursed Kozirupin, three summers ago. I have mourned him this past year, ever since the vile creature wearing his face trampled his way back into our lives. I have mourned him – and have let him go, since he no longer exists. My Ari, though – he is still out there, somewhere I can’t see, can’t know, cannot reach, and that is what pierces my heart like a knife, every minute of every day. The fact that he is alive, that others can see him, touch him, hear his voice, but I can’t.


‘That is what hurts the most, as you’ll find to your cost as time goes by. The only comfort you’ll find would be in the knowledge that Jayant is, at least, alive and well – which he may not have been for long, had he stayed here. That is why, when Brother Udhav asked me, I agreed to let Jayant leave, and broke my oath to my dead husband by telling him where to go, and why. Even though it cut my heart to ribbons to watch him ride away, to watch the sorrow hollow your face. I have been where you stood last night, anujaa, and I know what it did to you.’


The moment stretched into eternity. Then Suparna sighed and said, ‘Well, I know that if, at the end of his road, my boy finds his beloved Ari waiting for him, all this would have been worth it.’


‘He will find Ari,’ Vasudha said with quiet conviction, smiling at her. ‘I do not doubt that, and nor should you. And now, vatsala – dear one – go back to bed before your husband wakes up and finds you gone. He hides his grief well, as men habitually do, but Jayant’s sudden departure, coming as it did so close on the heels of his Dau’s – elder brother’s – passing and the subsequent havoc wrecked by Ekdant, has left him completely bereft. Be with him, Suparna – don’t let go of his hand as you struggle with your own anguish. The three of us only have each other now, for the sons who mattered are gone from us, and the one who remains has relinquished all claims on our lives and our hearts.’
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‘Is that so? Three nights ago, you say? Well, well, well,’ Prime Minister Tushaar leaned back against the vast trunk of the banyan tree at the edge of his estate, shielded from prying eyes. He gazed thoughtfully at the small, fidgety man who stood before him, limbs and torso in constant motion, neck swivelling around as he examined the foliage. ‘Did you not take a risk in coming here, then? You may have lost them by now.’


‘Never,’ his companion whispered with simple conviction, and Tushaar wondered, once again, if he ever spoke in a normal voice. ‘I have only to look and I’ll find them. That was ensured. Besides, they have been following the same direction since they started, and seem unlikely to deviate.’


‘I wonder where they are headed, and why,’ Tushaar mused aloud. ‘Could Daaruk’s – if he is Daaruk – old village be the destination? What purpose would that serve, though?’ He looked at his strange visitor, and enquired shrewdly, ‘And you – why did you bring me the news rather than heading straight to your Emperor, or even mine? Would that not have been more – shall we say, profitable for you?’


‘I do not do this for profit,’ hissed the unnerving little man, eyes momentarily reflecting the green of the leaves – or so Tushaar convinced himself, even as a slight shiver ruffled his spine. ‘I chose you for many reasons, but profit was not one of them. My Guru was murdered – sent to his death knowingly by my Emperor to serve a whim expressed by yours. I cannot let that pass without disgracing the names of my forefathers. What you do with the information I bring you is your business; my only condition is that you use it well, and to our mutual advantage.’


Tushaar’s mouth curved in a smile that wasn’t quite one. ‘Rest assured that I will. Tomorrow, I shall dangle bait, and see what it ensnares. My beloved Sovereign plays a most diverting little game, and has conveniently forgotten to invite me to join it. No matter; it might be more fun to lay out my own board.’


The Prime Minister of the Empire of Avrohan straightened and nodded at the other man, who had begun to glow with that eerie green light he could never abide. Turning determinedly away, he walked back to his palace through the gloaming, steps brisk and jaunty.
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Samraat – emperor – Rituparna of Avrohan sat in a large, cool chamber, holding a gold-etched silver chalice of soma, the light, flowery wine of the hills, painstakingly chilled on a bed of ice and transported all the way from the Shwetkeshi Mountains. Narrowed, intent eyes examined the creature – code-named Adder – displayed to advantage in the shaft of bright sunshine streaming in. Without shifting his regard, he addressed the couple kneeling deferentially on the carpet – a man and a woman in their fifties, sharp-eyed and curiously still, both wrapped in white cotton robes.


‘Perfect,’ he murmured, and his two companions bowed their heads, graciously accepting the compliment. ‘I thought so last night, too, but did not wish to pronounce judgement without the benefit of daylight. You have, of course, carried out all the tests and are absolutely sure.’


‘Of course, Your Majesty,’ the woman corroborated softly, while the man merely inclined his head.


‘Excellent,’ Rituparna nodded and glanced briefly at the man. ‘I must return now. Ask my charioteer to be ready to leave in half an hour; you know the usual precautions to be taken. As for that –’ he nodded towards the shaft of light and what it framed, ‘I shall shortly let you know when and where. Everything must be in readiness; I will brook no delay once I have sent word.’


‘It will be as Your Majesty wishes,’ the woman’s voice assured him. ‘We know what is expected of us.’


‘Good,’ remarked the Emperor, reptilian eyes glittering dangerously. ‘That is more than can be said of many others.’
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Deep within the distended belly of the earth, something stirred, rippled and hummed. The sound, emitted at a frequency inaudible to mortal ears, blended with the heat-waves shivering around the space that was and yet wasn’t. The Voice that had awakened It called again, ricocheting around the dips and swells of its awareness. It heard and responded. Sound and impulse combined into a signature-field that pierced rock and molten metal to spill into the air and swirl around the planet, arrowing into the void beyond to be swallowed by the Voice that had summoned It from near-eternal hibernation…


Poised on the edge of an infinite moment, It allowed its consciousness to expand and seek, probing for a fault-line jagging the earth’s mantle. A tendril of its awareness bounced off the hollow echo, and It soared, drawing upon the gravity of the distant galaxies to propel itself out of the darkness into the light. It spewed through the invisible fissure and spilled itself down the side of a heaving volcano in a natural pattern of lava and ash, back in a world It may never have returned to – but for him…
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Chapter I


‘So it is the Advait Ashram you be headed to, is it?’ Jayant’s host, Shatark, wanted to know. Jayant nodded, smiling his gratitude at the man’s pretty, heavily pregnant wife as she handed him a tall copper glass brimming with fresh buttermilk. ‘Well, I must warn you that the route is no longer much in use. In the old days, when Ilavarta ruled Avrohan, you could join a trading caravan going there or coming back almost any day of the week. Now, bandits roam the passes – desperate men for the most part, stripped of their land and livelihood by those who serve the Great One. Great One, my in-growing toenail!’ He made a sound of disgust. ‘Butcher, more like. His own people call him the Blackguard, and often the Blackheart when they know he won’t hear of it. After what he did to his own cousin and anointed king, who would acknowledge his moral authority anyway? So the ones who are strong and powerful – or simply desperate – rob and rape and kill the ones who are not. And when they run out of victims on their side of the border, they spill across and infest our hills. The trade is dying, and it is not safe to travel – alone or in company. Whatever little law and order as exists in that fancy capital city of theirs breaks down utterly beyond a couple of days’ ride from it.’


Jayant raised an eyebrow. ‘But how is it that the emperor is ignoring such a situation? Were his neighbours to figure out his weakness…’


‘Which neighbours?’ Shatark interrupted sourly. ‘The little Hill Kingdoms busy bickering one with the other when they are not snowed under? Your Janpad – republic – which has no king and therefore no territorial ambitions? The Autocracy of Medhvaar, engaged in mortal combat with the never-ending mlechchha – barbarian – hordes? No, Rituparna of Avrohan is a lucky man, regicide or not. The worst he need fear is his own people turning on him, and he has created enough vested interests and enough poverty to prevent that. He is safe – but you, stranger, may not be if you attempt that pass on your own.’


Jayant nodded, frowning as he digested what he was being told – far more articulately, he realized with some surprise, than he would have expected from an obscure farmer. ‘I appreciate the warning, prithak – sir,’ he acknowledged. ‘I will be careful. You seem to know a great deal of what is going on in the world around you; do you have many visitors passing by, bringing you news?’


‘We are too far from civilization – and too tiny – even by hill standards, to be of much interest to casual visitors, Jayant,’ the woman, Kadru, smiled. ‘My husband knows more than most about what is happening in the world because he is not from these parts, or even a farmer! We are simply filling in for my brother and his family who are away on a pilgrimage. Shatark is a soldier,’ she finished, pride sparkling in her voice as she looked fondly at her husband, ‘in the service of our king. He is merely on leave for a while. In Tushaargarh, where we live, news flows in regularly and we get to hear a lot.’


‘I see.’ Jayant studied the man with interest, intrigued by his background. ‘Tushaargarh would be the capital, I suppose, of – er…?’


Shatark chuckled and said, ‘Tilhut. I do not blame you for being confused – there are so many kingdoms in these hills! Tilhut is the largest of them all, though not by much. Unlike the others, where farmers and traders double as soldiers when the call to arms goes out, we actually have a thousand-strong standing army – one reason why none of the others try to drag us into petty brawls as they do each other. I am a Paasi.’ He noted Jayant’s blank look and explained, ‘That would be a Unit Commander, with fifty troops reporting to me.’ He grinned engagingly and added, ‘In Avrohan terms, that means little, I know, but here it is big – five percent of the army! I got the promotion when I returned alive from –’


They both heard Kadru sigh dramatically, and Shatark laughed. ‘Peace, love – I do not intend to bore you with that story again!’ To Jayant, he continued mildly, ‘Suffice it to say, mitra – friend – that only two of us returned, some years ago, from a disastrous encounter in which virtually all our fellows were killed. Of the surviving six, our Yuvraaj – Crown Prince – and three others decided to, well, to finish the task for which we had set out. Kringal and I were sent back, bearing news of what had transpired. His Majesty, comforted to know that his only son had survived with valour and honour, was pleased to publicly acknowledge our role by giving us the command of a Unit each. Till then, we were both members of the Prince’s personal bodyguard, and more than content with our position. Had he returned, I would still have chosen to serve him than command a Unit, for he is the finest of princes.’


‘Why did you come back, then? Couldn’t you have persuaded the Yuvraaj to take you along?’ Jayant asked softly, touched by the wistfulness in the man’s voice.


‘Somebody had to,’ Shatark told him simply. ‘The royals had to be told – they could not be left to wonder and worry indefinitely. Besides, there was Kadru.’ He glanced affectionately at his wife who was trying valiantly to keep her eyes from drifting shut. ‘We had been wedded a bare month then, and with my parents dead, there was none other to care for her. Besides, we had fully expected to have the Yuvraaj and the others back with us in a matter of days. It was to have been a short and safe journey from that point. How were we to know…?’ He fell silent, eyes glazed with regret, and Kadru slipped a hand in his, murmuring soothingly.


‘So your Yuvraaj never came back?’ Jayant asked curiously, the tug on his heart surprising him. ‘Where did he go, and why?’


‘Across the border into Avrohan, we were told, but I never knew exactly where,’ Shatark returned. ‘There was some, er, secrecy involved because of –’ Kadru yawned, her hand automatically rubbing her large belly to sooth the restive babe within. Shatark quirked an eyebrow at Jayant. ‘Well, it is a very long story and, as you can see, my wife is exhausted. Since you intend to get an early start, you should turn in, too. In any case,’ he smiled, ‘my tale would have little bearing on your plans, I suspect. Let it suffice, then, to say that the Yuvraaj went to fulfil a sacred duty, and in the nearly three years since, there has been no news of him. The worries are beginning to nag us all…’ He stood up, stretched and helped Kadru to her feet. ‘Sleep well, my friend; we will see you at breakfast.’


‘Oh, I – there’s no need for that, truly,’ Jayant protested, standing up and moving towards the spare room he had been given for the night. ‘I can always get something to eat along the way…’


Kadru looked over her shoulder and told him firmly, ‘Nonsense. Of course you will break your fast with us – no guest ever leaves my roof on an empty stomach.’


Jayant smiled, raising his hands in surrender and thanks. Closing the door, he took off his short cotton jacket and shirt, hoping that he’d be able to pick up something warmer from the tiny village market Kadru had assured him he would pass on his way out tomorrow. The nights were turning chilly this high in the mountains, even at the fag-end of summer. He often found himself wishing for another layer of clothing – especially when, unlike tonight, he had to sleep on the trail, in the open. The plump comforter was a luxury after the rough blanket he’d become so used to in the last month. His only other night under a roof had been a week into his journey, when he had passed through the last village of the kindred Chandrahaas clan, and had gratefully accepted the warm hospitality offered by a family of distant cousins.


Eyes heavy with sleep and body aching pleasantly with the accumulated fatigue of the past weeks, he found himself wondering again if he would actually find Arihant at the Advait Ashram and, if so, whether his younger cousin would be prepared for the challenge now posed by the elder one. He felt his gut clench painfully as he recalled the spark of hope igniting the gloom of unspoken anxiety as his family had watched him go. Would he be forced, some day, to see that spark flicker and die? If Arihant refused to return or, far worse, if he was –


‘No!’ The desperate vehemence of his own voice startled him. The boy who had become more his little brother than his cousin, the child the family had never quite managed to watch grow up, the gangly adolescent who had returned to them so briefly, surprising himself and the world around him with his own unfurling – he could not, must not be dead. There could be a hundred reasons for the never-ending silence, but something as chilling and final as death couldn’t, Jayant decided angrily, be one of them.


The sky to the east was a delicate pink streaked with agate and lavender when he went looking for his hosts. The air smelled deliciously of hot food and wild flowers. Even the early morning chill was invigorating, making him feel alive and fresh, wiping the last of the troubling night from his eyes. Shatark looked up from the steaming breakfast platters he was laying out in the small courtyard, nodded amicably and said, ‘There you are! Sit and eat while the food is still hot.’


Jayant placed his saddlebags near the door and inhaled the delicious fragrance of fresh butter melting on hot corn rotis, reminding him suddenly of home and his mother. ‘I am so glad I decided to knock on your door last afternoon, prithak, rather than spend another night sheltering under a rock,’ he confessed as he ate. ‘If I hadn’t, I’d have missed out on some wonderful company – and even better food! Thank you, both of you,’ he added as Kadru waddled over to sit down on the stringed cot Shatark had pulled over for her. ‘I’ll never forget your generosity to a stranger.’


‘There are no strangers in the hills, Jayant,’ Kadru said softly, ‘just friends waiting to become. As you have. Our hearts and doors are never closed to a traveller, for some day it might be our turn to be on the road, and the mountains are not always kind even to their own children. If you like my cooking so much, stay another day – we would certainly appreciate the company!’


Jayant laughed, shook his head. ‘I thank you, pritha – lady,’ he told her, ‘but I really do need to urgently reach the ashram. If I happen to pass this way again, it would give me great pleasure to see the two of you. Rather, the three of you! Isn’t the baby due shortly?’


‘Very, thank the Gods!’ she admitted fervently. ‘She already fills me to bursting and kicks like a mule; I cannot take much more of this without dying of breathlessness and a bloated belly I no longer recognize as my own!’


To his own surprise, Jayant felt no embarrassment at such graphic women’s talk. He arched a brow at Shatark, and queried, ‘She? Has the local wise woman told you already, then, that you’re expecting a girl?’


Shatark grinned and rolled his eyes dramatically. ‘Who needs a wise woman, mitra? My wife has quite made up her mind that our firstborn will be a girl, and nothing anybody can say will dissuade her! I am happy either way,’ he shrugged, winking at Kadru. ‘If it is a girl, we will simply have to try again for a boy – and the other way around!’


Kadru blushed and growled playfully, ‘Will you stop, you inconsiderate man? I need to speak with Jayant about a great idea I have just had.’ She cocked her head at their guest, eyes bright with sudden excitement. ‘May we name the babe after you, in memory of your visit? I have always liked the pretty, lilting names you Prithvijayi folk give your children, and would happily steal yours for my own little one! Jayati, if it is a daughter – as I hope! – and Jayadeva if it is a son. What do you say? Would that please you? Not that you have a choice in the matter,’ she concluded saucily, ‘but it would be nice to know that you do approve!’


Startled, Jayant stared at his hosts. Both looked back at him, waiting for his reply. ‘You are serious, aren’t you?’ he asked slowly, not quite sure what was expected of him.


‘Of course I am,’ Kadru assured him, eyes twinkling. ‘Naming a child is serious business. Here in the mountains it is a mother’s privilege to choose what to call her firstborn and I am exercising it!’


‘But – why me?’ he asked, bewildered and flattered. ‘You did not even know me a day ago!’


‘Consider it the whim of a pregnant woman,’ she shrugged and returned lightly, laughing at his confusion. ‘If, in the bargain, my baby ends up with an exotic name, where is the harm in that?’


More pleased by the unexpected gesture than he could have imagined, he inclined his head towards her and quipped, ‘None that I can see, pritha! Be my guest. I shall be delighted and rather honoured to be remembered thus.’


The couple came to the door to bid him farewell, watching him prepare his mount for the journey ahead. ‘Do not forget to stop for warm clothes in the village market, unless you wish to fall ill!’ Shatark said by way of goodbye. ‘You will pass no other between here and the border, so this is your last chance. A good pair of shoes would also do you no harm, so do go to the cobbler. And watch out for bandits – they see lone travellers as easy pickings.’


Jayant clasped arms with Shatark as was the custom in the hills. Kadru reached up to lay a small hand on his head in a blessing and a farewell before stepping back to her husband’s side. And that was how he remembered her forever afterwards – holding Shatark’s arm and glowing with the radiance of the child within her, smiling up at him as he rode away from the cottage towards the heart of the small, scattered village a couple of kosi – approximately five kilometres – further up the mountainside.


At the village shop, having purchased all that he needed for the journey ahead, Jayant reached inside his shirt for the money pouch he usually wore tied around his waist – and didn’t find it. Frowning, he turned to his saddlebags, rummaging through them with urgency. What had happened to the pouch, for the Pantheon’s sake? Had he dropped it somewhere? It still had most of the money his father had given him when he left – a great deal to lose to carelessness, and extremely unfortunate at this juncture, when he really needed to equip himself for the lengthy journey ahead.


He held up a hand to silently beg the shopkeeper’s patience, and thought hard about where he could have lost – or left – the pouch. Suddenly, he remembered and breathed a sigh of relief. Of course! Where else? That morning, before going for a bath, he had placed the pouch within the small alcove in the wall facing the bed. He’d thought he’d easily remember to pick it up when he blew out the lamp burning there before stepping out of the room. Evidently, he had forgotten to do both. Now it would cost him half the day to return to the cottage to retrieve the money. Damn! Damn and blast!


He explained the situation to the now suspicious shopkeeper, promising to return soon with the money to collect his purchases. The names of his hosts of yesterday worked like a charm, and the man waved him genially on his way. ‘No need to hurry, friend!’ he called out after Jayant as he rode away. ‘Come early tomorrow, if you like, pick up your things and ride on. All this going back and forth will rob you of half of today anyway.’


Well, why not? – Jayant asked himself as he rode back. He knew Kadru and Shatark would be happy to see him again so unexpectedly. He could almost hear Kadru asking with a laugh, ‘Let me guess – did you leave something behind? A pouch with a lot of silver inside, perhaps?’


Chuckling at the image, he lifted his face to the breeze – and felt a sudden flutter of urgency in his guts. He quickly looked around, wondering what was making him so uneasy. Instinctively, he fingered the hilt of the double-bladed parashu – axe – he now carried habitually, ever since he had learned to use the unusual weapon to devastating effect, a year ago, from a passing tribal warrior who had spent a week in his village. The trail lay empty, but for him; the leaves shivered with nothing but the wind.


Then he drew a deep breath – and inhaled the bitter tang of smoke.


Jayant reined Shool in, felt the animal quiver with his own sudden, inexplicable tension. A cooking fire? Entirely possible, but – it didn’t smell so tame, so civilized. He knew it was irrational, but there seemed to be a snarling, vicious quality to the odour that prickled the nape of his neck and tightened his throat. He nudged Shool into a canter. Just as they rounded the curve of the hill, he looked – and simply forgot to breathe.


The little cottage that had sheltered him last night crackled and blazed, wavering on the blue-grey smoke like a reflection on water. Fire tongued the windows and doors and leaped across the sloping roof in a barbaric dance, its wicked cackling deepening and layering the terrible silence…


Gods above! What had happened here in the – what was it? Three hours? – that he had been gone? An accident? Arson? A prank gone horribly wrong? Had Shatark and Kadru managed to get away from the conflagration, or were they trapped within?


Flinging himself out of the saddle, Jayant sprinted towards the burning cottage, his mind already sorting through rescue strategies, possible entries and exits, all that he’d ever heard about the treatment of burns … And then someone screamed. He froze. The sheer keening terror and agony in that single sound raised the hairs on his arms, fisted his heart into his mouth. Had that been Kadru? Shatark? Some animal that had strayed into the blaze and could not escape? And why in the name of the Pantheon couldn’t he make out the difference? This wasn’t just a fire savaging a home, a body. Suddenly, with frightening clarity, he knew. No, this wasn’t just a fire.


Shool was trembling with distress when Jayant ran back to him to retrieve the axe strapped to the saddle. Jayant murmured wordlessly, soothing the stallion, while all his instincts screamed a warning. He didn’t take the time to tie the horse; there was something terribly wrong, far worse than a fire, far worse than death, and he had to reach them, help them, save what he could, who he could. Before it was too late…


Silently, he sprinted the distance to the cottage, hesitated at the sizzling door, torn between the strange pull he felt and the conviction that the menace – whatever it was – was no longer within those walls. He flexed his grip on the axe, ducked and slipped through the blackened entrance, the terrible heat lapping at him. Sweat broke out of his pores, curling his brown hair. The courtyard yawned like the mouth of an old man, empty but for the blackened stumps of the wooden pillars that had held up the roof of the veranda. There was no movement, no sound but that of cracking wood and leaping flames.


He was about to turn away when he heard the whimper – so thin, so fragile that it was little more than a sigh, and for a moment he wondered if he had imagined it. Still, he could not take a chance – he had to look, to make sure, for the pull was still there, strong and insistent. It took him across the courtyard and the veranda in uneven, bounding leaps over smouldering debris. Please, he kept repeating silently, thoughts scrambling away from their own horror, please – don’t let it be, just don’t…


He found her in the room he had slept in last night – a blood-drenched heap stretched out on the floor near the overturned cot, clothing and skin both in such unrecognizable tatters that he couldn’t make out which was which. Her face was a mass of cuts and bruises, the eyes swollen shut, the mouth split brutally open. And the blood – oh Gods! It was everywhere – seeping from her, pooling in puddles and soaking into the pretty woollen rug on which she lay – fingers curled into the wool like talons, body sprawled like a broken rag doll, limbs dwarfed by her bloated stomach.


For a moment, he could do nothing but stare as a dreadful cold tore through his sinews, paralysing him. Then she turned her head and looked at him, and he heard his own breath whistling through a throat gone dry. He knelt beside the raped, mutilated body that bore little resemblance to the vibrant woman of mere hours ago. Afraid to touch her, terrified he’d somehow end up hurting her more, he blindly tore the gore-streaked sheet from the bed and laid it over her, murmuring mechanically in a low, soothing tone, the disjointed words holding the terror and fury at bay.


Her eyes were mere slits of agony, but lucid when she fixed them on his face. Her mouth moved but no sound emerged. Bending close and fighting to keep his voice steady, he asked, ‘Who – what did this? How? Where’s Shatark?’ He could feel the thread of her breath and smell the blood on it.


‘Outside,’ she mouthed more than spoke. ‘Please – help … Tried so – so hard to … save us … W-white Demon … left him for dead … before c-coming for me … but m-maybe he is … still alive…’


‘White Demon?’ Jayant repeated, shocked. ‘A White Demon did this? Here – so deep in the mountains? I thought they –’


Her eyes fluttered, her breath hitched, and he stopped babbling. ‘Please,’ she breathed. ‘No time – for talk … Shatark – outside – needs you…’


He nodded numbly. ‘All right,’ he murmured. ‘All right. I’ll just – Wait, please. Wait for me.’ Don’t die while I’m gone. Don’t die…


Grabbing the axe once again, he ran out. The grief and the rage thundered in his brain, clouding his eyes – and, perversely, steadying him, focusing him. The fire appeared to be dying down, but the odour of cinder and smoke permeated the air, turning it oily and slick. The snow-clad peaks in the distance shimmered like a mirage, too pristine for this world of ashes and embers. He paused just outside the door, searching, hoping, dreading. Then he heard the high-pitched keening again, sobbing through the sunlight like a desperate prayer.


He wiped his hands, slippery with sweat and blood, on his clothes. He drew a deep breath, held it a moment. As he let it out, he felt something change within him, acquiring shape, form, purpose and a single-minded ferocity that amazed him in some corner of his mind that was not focused on the next sound, the next movement. He rounded the corner – and blinked, unable to believe the tableau was real.


The creature that stood there, grinning down with a bloody mouth at the unrecognizable thing that lay quivering at his feet, was carved out of a civilized man’s nightmares. The hulk’s form would fool anyone into believing it was human – until one saw the monster lurking in the eyes and dancing in a smile that could freeze the world.


She was right. The thought tumbled through his mind. It’s a White Demon! They exist. Holy Pantheon! How can such an abomination live in this world?


The creature was enormous, standing head and shoulders above Jayant, who himself was, by normal standards, a well-built man. The skin revealed by the sleeveless shirt the Demon wore was white – like the belly of an earthworm. When the fiend turned its head, alerted by some involuntary sound he must have made, Jayant saw the sharp planes and angles of a face carved from cold marble, framed by hair the colour of ripe corn. The ice-blue, predatory eyes widened with interest as they surveyed the fresh prey that had seemingly wandered into this blood-scented arena. Slowly, drawing out the moment, the Demon angled his head down to gaze at the huddled mass of gore and spilled guts at his feet. Lifting his eyes, he locked them with Jayant’s, and snarled.


Jayant stared at the creature, and then at the sodden, dying thing on the ground. No, he thought, his vision going dark around the edges for an incredulous moment. That can’t be Shatark – can’t even be human. Can it? Oh Heavens! Is it? What manner of creature would do that – that depraved thing to a living, breathing, conscious human being? There was shock, and an intense, disabling grief that contracted his heart and seared his mind, leaving an indelible scar that would stretch and sting at odd, unexpected moments for the rest of his life. But then the slow burn of incandescent rage began somewhere within him, scalding away the horror and anguish, leaving no room for anything but the absolute, righteous need for justice. The fiend who stood there, grinning and licking his chops, could not be allowed to walk away without retribution. That would be a crime – a sin against the Gods and the men they had created. In that moment of electrifying clarity, he knew that he might very well end up dying here, today, in this foreign land so far from home. Well, so be it. There was nobody here but him to pick up the Sword of Justice and deliver a blow. And he would not, could not, turn away.


When he lifted the parashu and pointed it at the Demon in a challenge, the long, sinuous muscles in his arms were rock-steady. His heart beat at a slow, stately pace; his brown eyes were clear and untroubled. Whatever had awoken within him moments ago shifted and flexed, crackling with a raw energy that raced down his nerves and made his skin tingle. Even as the Demon watched him, he unhurriedly took up the Warrior’s Stance his tribal guru had taught him – legs apart and shoulders slightly forward, the axe held in a two-handed grip, blades pointing sideways, ready to sweep either way. ‘So come and get me, Demon,’ he heard himself murmur, his voice almost a purr.


The Demon cocked his head, as though trying to decipher what the Shringaalik had said. Then he tossed the tangle of yellow hair away from his face and flexed the enormous muscles in his shoulders and arms, clicking his teeth together in a snapping gesture. Surprising Jayant, he called out in a guttural, rusty voice, the accent mutilating the Common Dialect to a point where it was barely recognizable. ‘You! Dead meat. Chew your bones and drink your blood, me, yes. Run now, run – be good sport!’


The creature could speak, thought Jayant – had even picked up a smattering of the local tongue! Somehow, that made it all even more heinous, more horrible. Saying nothing, he waited for the Demon to come at him, rocking a little on his firmly balanced feet, knowing instinctively that it would be a mistake to rush the mlechchha, to attack him in his space.


The Demon made slashing motions with the long knife he held, reached down in a lightning move to pick up its twin from the floor, and paced deliberately towards Jayant. Smart, thought Jayant dispassionately. Smart, and therefore doubly dangerous. But not invulnerable, no; there are fresh injuries on him – the soldier in Shatark obviously took a toll before he went down.


He watched the Demon halt a few paces away; the breeze carried the creature’s fetid odour to him and made his nostrils narrow in disgust. Had Arihant met such a one on his journey? If so, what had come of it? The questions slid into his brain randomly, without warning, tripping his heart for a second, making him blink – and with a roar that shattered the silence of the hills, the fiend was upon him. One flashing knife reached for his gut, the other slashed at his throat.


His survival instincts galvanizing his battle reflexes, Jayant swayed to the side. He moved his head and shoulders out of the way and used the solid handle of the axe to stop and deflect the blow aimed at his belly. His arms shivered with the impact and his head rang with it. The Demon was strong, knew how to throw his considerable weight and wielded the knives as though they were extensions of his arms. And yet, Jayant had survived the first, lethal move. He said a silent, fervent thank you to the near-stranger who had gifted him both the axe and the skill to wield it. He spun on his heels, swinging the twin-bladed weapon in a sharp, short arc measuring the Demon’s girth. The hulk managed to step back, but not before the blade ripped a thin streak across his torso.


The Demon looked down at the slash, grimaced and stabbed at Jayant with one of the knives. Jayant moved to block it, remembered too late that the mlechchha wielded two, and just about eluded a fatal stab from the other one, escaping with a scratch across his biceps. The Demon snarled, ‘Good – I enjoy. We play bit more, little boy. Then I strip your skin as you watch.’


‘Aren’t you bored of that yet, Demon?’ Jayant taunted back, eyes hard. ‘Why don’t we play another game – one in which you lie dead right here, right now, and follow it up by rotting in Hell for all eternity?’ Feinting, he struck again, and the air became a blur of weapons and sounds – of steel on steel, rasps of breath, grunts and curses.


Jayant’s consciousness seemed to detach itself from him, taking a step back to watch the intense, punishing, vicious fight from a distance, with surprised, satisfied approval. Blocking and parrying, thrusting and slashing, ducking and spinning in a lethal dance, he matched the Demon step for step, blow for blow, deftly turning his disadvantages – his lighter body-weight, sleeker muscle structure, shorter height – into strengths. He slipped repeatedly under the creature’s guard, infuriating him while keeping his own anger on a tight leash, gaining strength and focus from it.


Through the red haze of battle, in some small, detached corner of his mind, he noted that the Demon was just beginning to get tired – his earlier exertions no doubt taking a toll. However, a lifetime of brutality and a well-honed killer instinct still gave him a marked advantage over an opponent who had never before picked up a weapon except for sport or practice.


And every additional minute they fought, his chances of keeping Kadru alive diminished further.


Sudden panic gripped Jayant. He couldn’t let her die like that, alone and uncomforted. Shatark was dead already – or would be very soon. Kadru, though – if he could only finish this in time and get her the help she needed, she might yet live. And the babe within her that was to have borne his name.


His mind, heart and muscles realigned, overcoming the tiny tremor that his panic had induced. Stepping back from himself, he watched the Demon circle him, the icy eyes angry and, for the first time, wary. Jayant’s consciousness expanded, becoming more refined and aware. It is over. The realization unfurled through him unexpectedly. One move, or a hundred, but it’s over now, in this moment. I can only do what I need to, what I must. As will he. The finality of it already shimmers on the air…


With an inarticulate rumble, the Demon launched himself at Jayant, his long knives bracketing the streaming shaft of light. The Shringaalik watched the manoeuvre with the deadly calm of inevitability, dropped smoothly into a crouch and swung the axe, aiming for the giant’s midriff. He felt the right blade tear through flesh, cleaving tough muscle, and heard the Demon’s breath falter. Wrenching the weapon free, he swung it again, from the opposite side this time. The blade sank into the mlechchha’s rock-hard torso, and he teetered, yawing like a tree chopped by a novice unsure of the angle of the fall.


For a moment, the Demon stared at the olive-skinned man flowing back to his full height, and then down at the axe buried deeply, grotesquely into his side. Without regret, without pity, Jayant watched the abomination open its mouth, the blue eyes widening in surprise when blood instead of sound welled out. Instinctively, the Demon raised the knives he still held, but his body simply came apart, the innards spilling out of a torso held together by nothing but the backbone. The cold eyes warmed for an instant with the last flicker of departing life. Then he folded onto himself, the face somehow more human in death than it had been in life.


Still calm, still focused, Jayant reached across and wrenched the axe free – and then stood there for a long moment, feeling that fortifying sizzle of energy recede. The warrior-persona stepped back into the shadows of his soul, leaving him trembling a little, his head swimming with the withdrawal. He drew a shuddering breath, surprised to find that the sun was still bright in his eyes, the autumn-tailed wind still whipped through the trees and the mountains hadn’t melted away. How could that be, he wondered, when two men – for in death, he would accord the courtesy of latent humanity even to the Demon – lay slaughtered at his feet? When a woman – so glowingly alive just that morning – was even now measuring out her life with each shallow breath she drew? When he, Jayant, had killed for the first time, taken a life – no matter how unworthy? How could the world simply go on?


Pressing the heels of his palms to his eyes for a second, he rubbed away the disorientation – and felt the grief slam back in. Quickly, he sprinted towards the blood-sodden lump that used to be Shatark and fell to his knees beside it. One look was enough for him to know that the last sign of life had long departed. Yet he searched desperately for a flutter of breath or pulse, praying for a miracle – but the Gods looked the other way. Defeated, he bowed his head in sorrowful resignation, and stood up. He would take care of the rites of death later, he thought dully; the living – barely living, he amended – needed him first.


He burst through the still-smouldering doorway, wondering frantically if she’d given up and passed on already. Squeezing his eyes shut for a moment, he stepped across the threshold – and saw her there, on the floor where she lay, still and unmoving under the sheet he had draped over her. He felt his heart drop like a stone, felt the tears gather in his throat, choking breath and thought.


Her eyes opened – a mere crack, but they did – and the hand that lay on the mound of her belly trembled in the whisper of a movement. He saw her mouth move, and was beside her in a single stride. Placing a hand on her cold, clammy brow, he murmured, ‘You waited. Thank you. I don’t know what I’d have done if – I couldn’t bear for you to – I’m sorry, pritha – sorry I couldn’t be here earlier, sorry I couldn’t do anything at all.’


Her torn, swollen lips moved again, and he dipped his head, focusing. ‘Shatark’ she was saying, the sound so soft he had to surmise more than he could hear. ‘Dead?’


Stonily, he nodded, ‘Yes. Yes, he is. I couldn’t – when I found him, he was –’


He couldn’t go on, but he felt her head move ever so slightly. ‘I know … saw him … hurt so badly … but he fought hard … for me … us … I am proud…’ she paused, and for a few seconds he believed he’d lost her. But then she spoke again. ‘The … Demon…’


‘Is dead,’ he completed the phrase, his voice hard. ‘I killed him, but not before he – not before…’ He closed his eyes and swallowed the horror and the grief. ‘The Demon lies dead, and I’m not sorry it was at my hands.’


He saw the peace settle in her eyes, her face. ‘Glad,’ she whispered. ‘So glad … Now I can move on … once this…’


‘I’ll get help,’ he said, his hands fisting. ‘Do you have – healing herbs in the house? Bandages? My mother has taught me herb lore, and I can –’


With what he knew was enormous effort, she lifted the hand that shielded her belly, laid it on his, squeezing feebly. ‘No,’ she said, frantic with the urgency. ‘No time – no use. Only one … of us … can you save. Help … the babe. Please.’


He shook his head, not really listening, intent on his self-allotted task. ‘There must be something I can – what?’ He stopped, stared at her and asked slowly, ‘You said – did you say one of us? What – what does that mean?’


‘The babe,’ she mouthed, eyes desperate, pleading. ‘Still … alive … can feel … save … take her out…’


Jolted, he sat back on his heels, heart drumming like torrential rain on a metal sheet. ‘You mean – Gods! Do you mean the – the baby has survived all this – all this … Are you sure?’


‘Sure,’ she whispered, lifting a hand to clutch his shirt, maniacal determination lending her a burst of strength. ‘Sure. She’s strong, this one, for I’ve fed her my rage and my tears this endless time I’ve lain here, waiting … Take … take her out and – and make her live. If you think … you owe me … any regard … make her live.’


Jayant cast a terrified glance at the swollen mound and asked wretchedly, ‘I – how? How, pritha? I’m no midwife. I don’t know how – what to do…’


She fell back, her face losing the last vestiges of colour her outburst had lent her. ‘Knife,’ she told him. ‘Kitchen. Get it. Quick.’


‘Knife?’ he repeated, feeling utterly stupid, utterly helpless. ‘What for? Birthing has nothing to do with –’ Then he looked into her exhausted, pain-filled eyes, and understood. Terror welled in him – a cold panic that made him feel ill. ‘No!’ he said, shaking his head in denial, engulfing her hand in both his own. ‘No. You can’t mean … No, I’m sorry. I can’t do that.’


She said nothing, too weary to speak, but the feeble tears welling in her eyes screamed at him, begging him. He found himself crying too, even as he whispered, ‘Do not ask that of me, pritha. It’ll kill you.’


‘Dead … already,’ she said, her voice a mere thread. ‘Just waiting … to yield this … other life … Set … her free, Jayant … set me free…’


And he did.


His face set, his heart aching, his hands cold, he fetched the large knife he found in the kitchen, a small container of water and a singed but clean sari he found drifting forlornly in the corridor. Carefully, his eyes gritty with sorrow, he tore away the singed bit, folded the rest into a small square and placed it on the bed. Picking up the knife, he looked at Kadru, and for a moment couldn’t move, speak or think – till she reached out and touched his leg. ‘Do it, Jayant,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t … waste the minutes … I have. Please. And … make sure … she is safe … cared for.’


He nodded, unable to look at her face, unable to speak through the tears clogging his throat. He drew a shaking, aching breath, and did what she wanted him to do.


It took care, but not much time, to slice her body open and draw out the tiny creature that nested within. There was blood – so much that he thought they would drown in it, the newborn and he, and yet Kadru made no sound, no movement. He decided she must be dead, but when he gathered the courage to look at her face, he found her staring at him, her eyes fever-bright. Sluggishly, as though caught underwater in a dream that was not quite a nightmare yet, he held the squirming baby up where she could see it. Her face went soft and luminous when he instinctively lifted her limp hand and placed it on the minute body, and her smile blocked the path of fleeing life for another moment. Then, ‘Girl!’ she said, her voice startlingly clear, filled with wonder, bright with love. He glanced, for the first time, at the infant in his hands, and discovered that it was, indeed, a girl. When he looked back at Kadru, she was gone.


As though realizing it, the baby, still warm from the womb, set up a shattering wail, welcoming life into her strong lungs, bidding farewell to death. He used the knife again, this time to cut the cord that tied the little one to her mother and to bind her, instead, to the world of the living. Carefully, he laid her on Kadru’s folded sari and began to gently clean away the blood and the mucous. The baby wailed again, but quieted at the sound of his voice, appearing to listen. ‘Hush, little one,’ he told her softly, kindly, the wonder of the tiny new life soaking away some of the grief. ‘You’re going to be fine; I promised your mother that. And remember, your name is Jayati…’


The bleating she-goat he found in the shed outside yielded the milk he fed to the baby with a cloth-strip, surprised at how naturally the mothering came to him! It was scary to have a small, helpless creature depend on you for its very survival, but it was also a nice feeling, sweet and rich. When Jayati, replete and happy, finally fell asleep in the crook of his arm, he smiled and laid her down, tucking a rolled-up sari around her for comfort. He got to work, cleaning the floor, draping Kadru in a fresh sheet he found – along with lovingly stitched, tiny baby clothes – in a large wooden chest in the room. He brought in Shatark’s torn, mangled body to lie beside his wife’s, cleaning the face and covering him, too. He was strongly tempted to leave the third corpse where it was, but finally gave in to his better side and dragged the dead Demon into the shed. He wouldn’t insult the couple by leaving him resting under the roof of their home, but he wouldn’t insult his own humanity either by callously withholding that last courtesy due to the dead. Even a Demon.


From the house, he collected the baby clothes and some neatly folded saris, picking up his money pouch from the alcove where it still lay untouched. Fashioning a sling from one of the saris, he placed the sleeping infant within it and strapped it to his chest. Lastly, he dragged the heavy wooden chest around to secure the fire-warped door.


He tied the goat to Shool’s saddle; the remaining things he had taken for Jayati went into his saddlebag. Patting Shool, he said bleakly, ‘Let’s get on with it, Shool. We’ve done all we could here; the rest would need help from the village up there. Then there’s this little one. I don’t know what to do. Leaving her in the village with some stranger is not an option. I could, I suppose, take her to the ashram with us, but – isn’t she too small for such an arduous journey? If she falls ill, or we lose the goat, or bandits attack us or – Gods! So many things could go wrong! But what other choice do we have? I can’t –’


‘– just leave her here, can you?’ The voice fit the contours of his own musings so perfectly that it took him a moment to realize that it belonged to someone else. He spun around, the axe leaping into his right hand, his left sliding protectively around the little bulge at his heart. The woman stood behind him, hands clasped around the woven basket she carried, face radiant in the mellow light of the sun riding low in the sky to the west. ‘She needs a home – parents to care for her, cherish her as every child has a right to be cherished. So where would you take her, stranger?’


He felt something move inside him as he stared at the oddly shimmering figure. ‘I – how did you – who are you? What are you doing here? I didn’t see you when I – Who are you?’ he asked again. She smiled, and he felt a gentleness settle around his heart.


‘A neighbour,’ she told him, the lambent light casting a golden halo around her form, dazzling him. ‘I was passing by and saw the state of the cottage, saw you walking out with this wee one, your face a dirge. How could I just keep going?’


‘A neighbour, right,’ he nodded, feeling dazed. ‘They hosted me last night, you know – Shatark and Kadru. And today they lie dead in there, butchered by a White Demon. I came back because I’d left my money pouch behind, and walked into – into that.’ He gestured towards the cottage and all that it had been witness to, and still contained. Glancing at the bundle strapped to his chest, he continued, ‘She’s all that’s left of them, and I don’t quite know how to keep her safe, where to go with her. Do you know when her – her uncle’s family would be back?’


‘Not for several weeks yet,’ she replied, stepping forward to lay a hand on the baby’s slight form, the gesture soft, almost tender. ‘You cannot wait for them to return. Take her to the prince – he’ll know what to do.’


‘Prince?’ he echoed, squinting at the luminous figure. ‘Which prince would that be, lady, and why would he want to saddle himself with a tiny, unknown infant?’


She stroked the baby’s back, making her hum and stir like a contented kitten. ‘Shatark’s prince,’ she explained, stepping back again. ‘The one he told you about.’


‘The Crown Prince of Tilhut, you mean?’ Jayant stared at her, staggered. ‘How – how do you know Shatark told me about him?’


‘He told everyone,’ she said softly, a little amused. ‘He was devoted to the prince, you see, and never stopped missing him, waiting for him to return. And now, finally, he has returned – even though Shatark will never know that. Who better, then, to ensure that Shatark’s daughter is brought up the way she deserves – and Shatark deserved?’


‘The Yuvraaj is back?’ Jayant echoed. ‘And just how do you know that? Shatark didn’t – at least not till last evening.’


She inclined her head. ‘The news just came in – I heard it from a man from Tushaargarh who rode by my house an hour ago and passed on the glad tidings. Prince Brihadrath is back, and would be glad indeed to be given something of his loyal soldier and friend to keep. Take the babe to him, stranger, and you will have fulfilled your promise to Kadru. Who knows? You may even get to hear a few things that would help your own quest.’


‘How do you know I’m on a quest?’ he enquired, suspicious and confused, and she laughed a little.


‘What would a nice young man from Shringaali – neither a mercenary nor a minstrel from the looks of him – be doing in these parts, so far away from home, if he were not on a quest?’ she demanded reasonably. ‘Go on, now – it gets late even as we speak, and you and the babe must reach shelter before the night falls. You need not go up to the village; your new path lies a little more to the east, that way.’


‘But I must!’ he protested, feeling overwhelmed. ‘I must let someone in the village know what happened to Shatark and Kadru so that the – the last rites could be arranged. Besides, I need to collect the things I purchased. I can’t just…’


‘I have it here,’ she announced, holding out the basket she carried. ‘All of it – your shoes and woollens. As for the last rites, I will carry the news and have it all arranged. Do not worry.’


‘How?’ he wanted to know, utterly mystified. ‘How did you know these were mine, and where to find me?’


She sighed, told him patiently, ‘I passed the shop on my way down, and happened to mention that I would be visiting Kadru. The man gave me these things, said I would find you there and would I hand it over to you. I said I would, and that is all there is to it.’


He thought about it, found it all impeccably logical, but pointed out, ‘I haven’t paid for any of these things, lady. I can’t just traipse off with…’


‘Consider them a gift,’ she told him quietly, a little sadly, ‘from someone who had great affection for the two who lie so unfairly killed in there, and whose child you carry to safety. I have already paid for these. The basket you may use to bed the little one down when she allows you to.’


Jayant, reaching for his pouch, began, ‘Then let me pay you back. I – I can’t accept such a gift from a stranger – and a woman, at that…’


She laid a light hand on his wrist, and the touch soared through him like an enchanting song. ‘You and I are no strangers, bonded as we are by our sorrow for two people we both cared for. Do not spurn this small gesture I make; think of it as a benediction, if you will, from someone who appreciates your kindness and your courage. Some day, I may ask you for a favour in return. Now, go – the darkness will be upon us soon, and the babe would need shelter. There is a shepherd’s hut around three kosi down this path, often used by travellers to break their journey; if you can find that, both she and you would be comfortable enough. But you would need to ride briskly – and both the child and the goat may hamper your pace.’


For another moment, he stood there looking at her, wondering why his eyes would not quite map her face, why his memory refused to store it – and why he was finding it so uncharacteristically easy to accept everything she was telling him. He found himself nodding slowly, saying, ‘In that case, I’ll bid you farewell, lady. Thank you for your gift – and the advice. I do hope the tidings you received were correct, and the prince will be there when we reach the palace – in about three days, I believe?’


She inclined her head in agreement and waited as he swung himself up, the infant secure against his breast. ‘The Gods be with you, Jayant,’ she said, ‘and may you and Jayati weather your journey together well, and pleasantly.’


It wasn’t until much later, just a little before they came upon the shepherd’s hut, that he realized he’d never told her his name. Or the baby’s.


Fluid as the shadows, steady as light, It watched the man ride away, its vast awareness reviewing, assessing, tweaking and nudging. It enjoyed working with thoughts, desires, dreams and wishes, intertwining them to create Chance, Coincidence, Luck – the three knives that shaped and chiselled human lives. It knew them to be stubborn – these mortals who blinked so rapidly through eternity. Subtlety worked best with them. Subtlety, patience, time – and It had plenty of each. The day had gone well, yielding inherent possibilities, stirring dormancies and setting the course. Even adding the unexpected element of – her. Why was she here? For the man? For the tiny one he had saved? Curious, vibrating on various frequencies at once, It studied her, probing and decoding the texture of the nimbus surrounding her present form…


She stood watching the man ride away, the goat trotting behind on the leash tied to the saddle, till they had rounded a curve and were gone from sight. It saw her smile and shake her head fondly in that very human gesture she adopted when she took this form. She turned away – and stiffened, as though sensing something. It quivered, amused and pleased. Good, It decided; this would add another layer to the Game, give everyone something to think about. It waited till she almost sensed it, before spilling on the air to dissolve into the innocuous patchwork of shadows and light woven by the sun…



Chapter II


Four days later, a weary Jayant, full of ardent respect for new mothers, trotted into Tushaargarh, a sleeping Jayati cuddled blissfully against his shoulder. There was no wall guarding the town, so he rode straight into the pretty, meandering streets with their narrow, quaint, brightly painted houses. There were men and women walking about, working or chatting; children were playing hop-scotch or hide-and-seek; tinsels of sunlight swayed against white-washed walls; water gurgled somewhere close by, and ridiculously small cows with brass bells round their throats grazed in the meadows spreading up the hills.


Enchanted, he reined Shool in and looked around, wondering with a sudden twist of his heart why Shatark and Kadru couldn’t just have stayed put here, where they belonged. Was it true what they said about Death pulling you exactly where it wanted you, when it wanted you? He felt his eyes tear again, blinked to clear his vision – and saw the man standing a couple of steps away, leaning against the roughly carved wooden post of a little steeple-roofed house.


‘Lost, are you?’ the man asked lightly, his wide grey eyes curious. He didn’t bother to straighten from his slouch, but Jayant was left with the distinct impression that he could do so very quickly indeed if the need arose. ‘Or simply unsure where to go next?’


Jayant shrugged, intrigued, a little tentative. ‘Neither, actually,’ he returned, automatically reaching up to place a protective hand on the baby’s back, and saw the man’s eyes note the gesture and spark with interest. ‘I’m just looking for the way to get where I need to be.’
 

‘And where would you need to be, if I may ask?’ the man – young, Jayant noted, not yet thirty – enquired politely. His eyes alighted on the goat trotting along on a leash, and his lips twitched. ‘That’s a very – er, unusual way of travelling, friend. You look a bit too old to be that desperate for a regular supply of milk!’


Jayant smiled and said, ‘I have no complaints – the goat has earned its keep. I need to get to the palace, and would be grateful for directions.’


‘Is that so?’ the man asked softly, and Jayant saw the warrior replace the idle dawdler. ‘And who would you want to see up there?’


‘I believe there’s a prince living there – a man called Brihadrath,’ Jayant offered, his voice as casual as the man’s had been and his eyes equally alert. ‘I am told he is back from wherever he was these past years, and I have ridden a long way to see him.’


He saw the man stiffen, cross his arms across the muscled expanse of his chest. ‘I see,’ he murmured thoughtfully, his gaze cooling visibly. ‘Where did you hear such a thing? And what is it to you? You do not look to be from these parts, stranger; I’d be most interested to learn why you’d travel a long way to meet with an unknown prince.’


‘That,’ Jayant returned courteously, ‘is a matter between the prince and me. As for where I heard of his return – there’s a village that lies around four days’ ride to the west and south. Well, three, actually, but the goat and – other things hampered my pace a bit. That’s where I was told that Brihadrath is back.’


The man’s face hardened and he stepped into Jayant’s path, blocking the way up the narrow street. ‘You’ll forgive me for not quite believing that tale, stranger,’ he said coldly, ‘when I tell you that the Yuvraaj came home just two days ago, almost to the hour. Unless we are talking dreams and portents here, it would have been impossible for anyone – let alone someone in some remote village deeper into the hills – to know, four days ago, that the Prince was back.’


Jayant felt his heart miss a beat. ‘Just two days ago?’ he repeated slowly. ‘Are you certain of that?’


‘Quite,’ asserted the man, as he continued to bar Jayant’s way, ‘since I came back with him myself.’


‘But she said…’ Jayant began, trailing into a puzzled silence and trying hard, once again, to recall the face of the woman he’d missed seeing until she had chosen to speak. ‘Maybe you passed that village – or some other close by – on your way back, and someone recognized the prince?’


‘Talk sense, man,’ the soldier snapped impatiently. ‘Why would we cross a village to the south-west of Tushaargarh when we were travelling down from the north-east? The simple fact is that nobody knew, till the day before yesterday, that the Prince is back in town. So will you now give me the true story?’


‘I haven’t been raised to fib, friend!’ Jayant’s voice was equally cold as he glared down at his interlocutor. ‘Since you say you came back with the prince yourself, I would do you the courtesy of accepting your word regarding his day of return. But I didn’t dream up what I was told about his being back, either – and it was four days ago. It’s up to you to believe it or not, but I do urgently need – umm, an audience with the Yuvraaj,’ – pleased he’d remembered the word despite never having encountered royalty before! ‘If you could help with that, I’d be grateful. If not – well, there must be other ways to reach him.’


‘Not without getting through me, there aren’t,’ the man told him with a flash of temper, reaching up to grab Shool’s bridle. The horse neighed and stepped back, snorting a warning, and people in the street began to look their way. A woman emerged from the house behind the man, called out a question in an alien, strangely cadenced tongue and the man replied the same way, sharply motioning for her to stay back.


‘Shool doesn’t really care for being manhandled by strangers,’ warned Jayant, ‘so I’d advise you not to try that again. Tell me, do your people greet all visitors with hostility and suspicion, or is it just your particular style?’ From the corner of his eyes, he saw the woman – tall, slender, pale, with an arresting, high-boned face – chew her lip in an attempt not to grin. Inexplicably, that made him relax and, instead of reaching for a weapon, he asked reasonably, ‘Why are you getting so worked up anyway? I’m sure your prince is a grown, sensible man, so why don’t we leave the decision of whether to see me or not to him? I give you my word that I mean him no harm. Still, if you don’t trust me not to take a swing at him on principle, by all means escort me to the palace and stay for the meeting. Besides, I’m sure the palace would be swarming with guards. Don’t you trust them to keep your Yuvraaj safe from a lone assassin – if that’s what you think I am?’


He saw the man frown and exchange a quick look with the woman – his wife? ‘If it’s just an audience you want, why don’t you tell me what it’s all about? The prince has been away for nearly three years, and is still –’


Jayati chose precisely that moment to stir, wriggle and let out a piercing wail that left Jayant’s left ear ringing. A second later, he felt the wetness seep through the layers of padding he had wrapped around the baby’s bottom, and winced. ‘Gods, Jayati! Couldn’t you have timed it a little better? We’re in the middle of a serious argument here. Now I’ll just have to –’


He caught the woman’s eye, saw the amazement in them and turned slowly to look at the soldier to find him staring at him as though he had suddenly sprouted another head. He flushed, cleared his throat and explained, ‘I – uh, she’s just four days old, you see, and – umm, doesn’t understand the gravity of the situation. All she really wants to do is eat, sleep and scream – when she’s not, well, processing the goat milk through her system. I’m sorry – you were saying…?’


‘A baby,’ the woman remarked – this time in Shaaswat, and even the strong foreign accent couldn’t disguise the besotted tone women seem to lapse into when confronted with something tiny and helpless. She stared hard at the squirming bundle strapped to his chest and then at him, and her long, tip-tilted eyes began to twinkle. ‘Interesting,’ she murmured. ‘An assassin with an infant in his arms! So what do you make of it, husband? Does the babe make him even more dangerous? What do you suppose is his plan – throw the little one at Brihadrath to distract him while he sets the goat at him?’


The man gave her a long-suffering look. ‘Stranger things have come to pass – as you, in particular, ought to know, my dear. The presence of a baby is no guarantee of goodwill.’ When he angled his head once again to look at Jayant, though, the hostility had gone out of his stance. ‘Is she yours, then – the infant?’


‘For the moment,’ Jayant inclined his head, stroking Shool’s neck to soothe the increasingly restive animal. ‘Until I hand her over to the prince.’


‘Last I heard, stranger, His Highness was not looking around for babies to adopt,’ the man informed him, beginning to look a little bemused. ‘He is young still and, once his royal mother succeeds in dragooning him into holy matrimony, we are all hopeful of his being able to produce at least one of his own.’


Jayant shrugged, ignoring the persistent, dull throbbing in his skull. ‘Nevertheless, I’m told he’ll not turn Jayati away. And now, if you’d please excuse me…’


‘Sorry,’ the man said, not moving an inch. ‘I’m too intrigued to do that. Who told you the Yuvraaj would not turn away – Jayati, is it? Unusual name for these parts.’


Jayant breathed deeply, prayed for patience, enunciated with exaggerated clarity, ‘The same person who told me that Brihadrath was back from his self-imposed exile. And the name’s unusual for these parts because she was named after me, and I’m not of the hills. If you’d like to hear the rest of the story, follow me to the palace and feel free to listen in when I brief your prince. It’s a complicated tale and I’d rather not tell it twice.’


‘Husband –’ the woman began in a reasonable voice, and the man lifted a hand.


‘A moment, Kohika,’ he said pleasantly but firmly. ‘I just need one basic question answered, and then I promise I’ll personally ensure that they get to see the Yuvraaj at the earliest. If the babe’s not born of you, stranger, whose child is she?’


For a moment, Jayant hesitated, too wary of the situation, too protective of the little life entrusted to him to feel easy about revealing any more details than he simply had to. Then he remembered what Shatark had told him, matching it with what this man here had earlier said. Coming to a decision, he looked at the stranger and asked softly, ‘Does the name Shatark mean anything to you?’


He saw the man jerk with surprise, watched his eyes widen. ‘Which Shatark are you talking about?’


‘Which Shatark do you know?’ Jayant enquired, strangely relieved at the man’s reaction. ‘If you were one of three who accompanied the prince when he left, you’d surely remember your fellow survivors, one of whom went by that name.’


The man nodded, ‘Of course. If it’s the same Shatark we are speaking of, I hear that he is currently on leave, minding his brother-in-law’s farm and tending to his pregnant wife. A fine soldier he is, and a dear friend. So what has he to do with – wait a minute.’ He stared up at Jayant, noting the shadows smudging his eyes, and continued with forced lightness, ‘You said – did you say “went by that name”? Does he go by another these days, then?’


‘Not unless it’s the custom in these parts to re-name the dead,’ Jayant replied, his voice harsher than he had meant it to be, the hot anger rising again as he recalled the horror of that day. ‘The man who survived the ambush along with the prince and you was killed some days ago. As was his wife. This – this little one I carry is all that’s left of them.’


He saw the man pale, take a step back, saw the woman drape a bracing arm around his waist. ‘Killed,’ the stranger repeated, eyes blank with shock. ‘Killed? Shatark and his wife, both? In that sleepy little village in the middle of nowhere? Are you out of your mind, man? Even our internecine skirmishes never breach the peace of those remote settlements! Who would – why would anyone – how would you know, in any case?’


‘Because I was there,’ Jayant said flatly, his body moving in the automatic rhythm of rocking the fretful infant. ‘Too late to help in any significant way, but I was there. Ever heard of the White Demons?’ The man nodded jerkily, and Jayant continued, ‘One reached the village – or rather, their cottage, a couple of kosi down the hill. I – killed the creature, but not before he –’ He stopped, swallowed and concluded, ‘Anyway, they are dead, and I’m fulfilling the promise I made Kadru that I’d make sure her baby was safe and – and cared for. I was told the prince would ensure that, so here we are.’


The man pinched the bridge of his nose, shook his head as though to get rid of some horrible nightmare. ‘White Demon,’ he whispered, taking his wife’s hand and linking his fingers with hers for comfort. ‘Gods! Who would have thought –? It all began with those abominations – and now this.’ His gaze sharpened, focused on Jayant. ‘You said you killed the creature. All by yourself? Heavens! How, man? I’ve seen them, and they are – they’re Evil incarnate. Virtually indestructible. Of course, he annihilated three of them together, but that doesn’t really count, because he is what he is, but you! And if a White Demon killed them…’ He stopped abruptly, and Jayant saw his fists clench, his mouth go white. ‘The infant. She is theirs?’ Jayant nodded, and the man mirrored his gesture. ‘Of course. Come – we’ll go to the palace now. The prince will see you, and then you can tell us all how you managed to save the babe when neither of her parents survived. Kohika, I –’


‘I am coming with you, Kumbhak,’ she announced, stepping back to pull the doors to the house shut. ‘Just as soon as I have changed the babe’s swaddling, for they hate being wet. You have some fresh cloth for her?’ To his own surprise, Jayant found himself nodding meekly and handing the little bundle down to her, a weight lifting from his soul as he watched her coo at the baby, her face alight with instant love. ‘You called her Jayati, and said she’s named after you. So what are you called, stranger?’


‘Jayant,’ he told her, dismounting. ‘My name is Jayant. I’m a Shringaalik, on my way to an ashram in Avrohan,’ he added, and Kumbhak’s mouth fell open.


‘Jayant,’ the man echoed, staring at the olive-hued young man as though he were a ghost. ‘It cannot be. It simply cannot be. And yet, when I look at him, there’s something … Kohika – did you hear that?’


‘I did,’ she replied, her eyes wide with interest. ‘Let us hurry, then, husband! The prince needs to know immediately.’


Jayant looked from one to the other, spread his hands in bewilderment. ‘What?’ he demanded. ‘What cannot be? My name? Something wrong with it?’


‘Wrong?’ echoed Kumbhak, his face splitting into a grin of pure pleasure. ‘Ask, rather, what is right with it! Come with us to the palace, my friend, and find out for yourself just how right!’




Chapter III


She lay, languid and sated, the blazing ecstasy and the soaring agony of the night still shuddering and aching within her. The shimmering scarlet silk, wrapped carelessly around her sculpted warrior’s body, clung to back and belly, a testimony to the humid summer morning. She only had to think it, she knew, and the air in the chamber would cower and cool. In moments like this, though, after each Renewal, she preferred to submerge her senses in the reality of the here and now, recoiling from even the lightest touch of Maya that was his gift of love to her.


His gift – and her curse…


She started, clamping down hard on the involuntary thought that had sneaked into her mind like a foe slipping past a soldier’s guard on the battlefield. She was grateful, was she not? So very grateful for what he had given her unasked in his boundless generosity, flooding her with his essence and his power. She breathed deeply and called up a cushion of cool air, deliberately reaccepting what she had become, making amends for the lingering echoes of her unworthy, petty, human reaction to what had preceded the gifting. The wrenching pain of surrendering herself, body, heart and will, to her Lord during the Knowing still resonated somewhere within her fractured soul. It found an unexpected outlet through the cracks and fissures of her mind that had somehow escaped Mareech’s ‘Healing’.


Mareech. She savoured the name on her tongue, relishing the familiar, addictive taste of the fear it always generated within her. It predated to the night when, as a little child shivering in the dark recesses of the Temple of Aushij, she had watched him carve out the liver and kidneys of a still alive captive and offer them to the Dark Lord. He had then take unhurried bites from what was now the prashadam – sanctified victuals – under the horrified gaze of the dying man, his blazing eyes trained on the portal behind which Aushij lay on his gem-studded bed, dreaming the eons away.


She had been four, she recalled – old enough, by the Emperor’s reckoning, to witness the ritual. Neither her nursemaids nor any of her eight Imperial co-Mothers had been permitted within the garbha-griha – sanctum sanctorum. She had stood there all alone, surrounded by the metallic, strangely intoxicating reek of blood and offal. Her eyes recoiled in terror from the sight even as her body and mind pulsed to the rhythm of the throbbing in the air – a Great Heart beating in the vast silence of the endless night.


Mareech. The High Priest of the Sleeping God and his Familiar for uncounted centuries. He had been the one to initiate her, when she was older, into the Legend and the Lore of the Great Asura whose Yoddha – warrior – she was fated to be. The memory of his cold green eyes, almost feral with an intense, jealous hunger when he looked at her, still haunted odd moments of her existence. She had always been convinced that he would devour her, if he could, and make her destiny his own.


He had been her first teacher, she thought as she arched her body and created the physical reality of a cool blue pool around her. There had been others who had helped to fill in the gaps – a retinue of instructors who had taught her history and statecraft, the arts and the sciences, showing her how to write and calculate, to debate and deduce, to fight and to kill. The one constant factor, though, had always been Mareech himself, ever zealous on her behalf, moulding her, making her. And then, in one sudden moment, she had supplanted him in Aushij’s Dreams, merging with the Dreamer in a way that neither she nor Mareech had foreseen, leaving him lost, floundering and bewildered.


She recalled his face on the night of the Knowing when, with the insupportable power of Aushij’s terrifying love ripping her apart, she had walked into the chamber where her father’s allies were gathered. Green lightning had crackled in her wake and the floor had shattered to her touch. ‘It is over, Father,’ she had informed the man who had sired her, watching the fierce approval bloom for the first time in his eyes. Even in that moment of dark, hazy triumph, her victor’s heart had twisted with pity, contempt and bitter empathy as she watched the further blanching of Mareech’s already bloodless countenance, and the dousing of those poisonous eyes. She had turned away from his feverish trembling, knowing he was nothing anymore, that she had already gained far more than he had ever lost. The Sleeping God stirred, now, to her melody and hers alone, and had already set his Priest aside like a forgotten dream.


Later – she did not remember exactly when, for time had melded seamlessly together, a long paean and a longer dirge – the emperor had visited her in the courtyard of the Temple. He had spoken to her of a young man – one she did not know, had never heard of, but who her father thought may possibly turn out to be the Enemy. They called him the Tejaswi, it seemed – the Shining One. Samraat Rituparna wanted him dead, and Trishiras had agreed to return a long-standing favour by becoming his assassin’s knife.


‘He is not the one,’ she had murmured, half absorbed in the Dream and immersed in the Power, barely aware that she was speaking. ‘A talisman for them, perhaps, but not the Enemy.’ She’d known, with absolute conviction, that the face of the Foe, when she finally saw it, would belong to a woman, not a man. However, she had agreed that eliminating him could not hurt, for he lent his aura to her, shoring up her strengths and minimizing her weaknesses. And so Mareech had been deputed to lead a company of Serpents to Avrohan that very night to decimate the Tejaswi.


A few nights later, Mareech’s fractured soul had stormed back into the Temple, howling in rage and sorrow and desperation. She’d shuddered and sobbed in sympathetic agony as Aushij took possession of it, absorbing it and using it to stoke his own Awakening. Even as the borrowed pain had torn through her body, her heart had unfurled to the ecstasy of knowing that now she was all there was – the Beloved of the Dark Lord, his Warrior and also his Priestess. Mareech would have killed to achieve this status; she would kill to retain it, for that was what made her father look at her as though she mattered.


Restless, feeling her belly clutch with what would have been nerves had she not been what she was, she allowed the pool of blue water to dissolve, intending to replace it with something else, not quite ready, as yet, to return to the harshness of daylight. Suddenly, words sizzled in her mind, gripping her like velvety coils, making her whimper. ‘Raudraa,’ he called, and ‘Raudraa!’ again. She heard her teeth chatter and her pulse soar as she whispered a litany of prayers and promises and pleas, shivering with her love for him, and the fear of his for her.


A puppet on the string of his need, she let herself be drawn into the garbha-griha where he lay in human form, overwhelming in the immense perfection of his being. He was restless, she saw, shifting and murmuring, hands clenching and unclenching, head moving from side to side. Unable to resist, she reached out to touch his mouth with her fingers, remembering the nectar of its sweetness and the poison of its cruelty. Within his dream of her, he stirred and smiled, and her blood froze and then boiled as desire surged within her, dark and wild and vile.


He pulled her effortlessly within, into the whirlpool of his awareness and the worlds he created and dissolved every moment. There, she lay naked under his hands once more, on a bed of flowers that burned her skin, sobbing with the burgeoning reality of the terrible pleasure of what he did to her, with her. When she could think again, he looked at her with those red gold eyes that crackled and stormed with the power that his vengeful Siblings had only banked, not extinguished.


‘You feel it too, do you not, my love?’ His voice was a river of madira – the potent red wine of the Southern Kingdoms – in which she drowned, her body heavy in the aftermath of his possession. ‘These are no longer just dreams; more and more does the power wax within me, and almost – almost can I touch the fabric of what lies outside. Including you.’


‘Yes,’ she whispered, hating herself for the quick bite of unease that tempered the fierce elation of the moment. ‘It will not be long now, will it, my sweet Lord, before those who have kept the faith through these weary millennia are rewarded with your everlasting glory?’


Choosing not to respond, he told her instead, ‘I have heard the sound of dimensions engaging and folding upon themselves. I have felt space and time warp and bend, splintering under the feet of the one who walks on the Void, beyond limitations. My Adversary acquires definition and depth, and the Universe sparks and glimmers with the shock of our growing proximity.’


One who walks on the Void. Hadn’t she heard that phrase before? Or was she merely recalling it from the medley of dreams, memories, desires and intentions she had shared with the Sleeping God? Since uncertainty was not what one shared with a God – at least the kind of God that Aushij was – she asked him, ‘Just how much has the proximity increased, my beloved Lord? Do you know, now, where to begin the search?’


She felt him begin to drift again, the powerful lucidity of the past moments slipping back under the mantle of divine fantasy. ‘She waits,’ he announced dreamily, poised on the brink of the half-sleep that still held him in thrall for long stretches of time. ‘Where the mountains meet and the earth births jewels, there does she await her turn, impatient for the next throw of the dice. The connection is strong; she shimmers with the Foe’s aura, and adds to it the tinge of her blood to make it stronger…’


He sank into his dreams, and she knelt by his side for a long while, rocking on the ebb and flow of what his mind created, making of his ambiguous words what she could. Coming to a decision, she rose from her knees and withdrew from his presence, careful to keep the link between them steady. His dreams hazed her vision but left her thoughts intact. It was time, she decided, to step out of the Temple’s precincts – something she had not done in weeks, perhaps months – and to focus her instincts and the tremendous powers she now held at her fingertips on discovering her. The Enemy. Her own mirror-image, the emperor had once told her – the woman who wore her face and yet not hers. She had to find and eliminate her, once and for all. And now she had been given a place to begin her search.


Clouds, dark and savage, gathered overhead as she stepped into the courtyard, veiling the sun. The ground shied away from her touch, leaving her walking on a finger-width of air that sizzled with the power leaking from her pores. Lost in a semi-trance, she barely noticed the blanched faces of the small army of sentries who stumbled out of her way as she climbed the majestic sweep of the palace steps and slammed open the massive doors with a careless thought. On the other side, she paused, looking slowly around at the familiar walls and the cool marble floors, unaware that her eyes had narrowed in a squint. How long had it been since she had last walked these corridors? They looked different from the way she remembered – too bright now, too open, too light-hearted. Irreverent, almost. Had the Adhiraaj – emperor – made alterations, or had her sojourn in the Temple altered her perceptions?


She shook her head, began walking again, unconsciously drawing the shadows in her wake. She remembered someone telling her, a long while ago, that it was that traitor, Vaagdatta, who’d had the imperial apartments re-designed to reflect the architectural style of the coastal kingdom of Aizolam where she had grown up. The same Vaagdatta who had stolen away from Annamulai under cover of night, luring away hundreds of disloyal aristocrats and soldiers, and tempting thousands of others into joining her later, as she waged her unholy war on God’s own Empire. Wasn’t it a strange coincidence that the ex-Mahishi – empress – had embarked on her self-destructive journey on the very day she, Raudraa, was born? And a woman had died, labouring in a haze of blood and sweat, so that Aushij would have his Warrior – the antidote to the Foe being nurtured by the Other Side.


On impulse, she swivelled around and made her way towards the Antahpuram – the Queens’ Quarters – where eight high-born, powerfully connected women co-existed in uneasy truce, bonded by their barrenness, treated with scrupulous courtesy and without an iota of affection by their imperial spouse. Vaguely, she recalled the childhood years she had spent within that intensely feminine complex, shielded from its essence in a way that had forever left her an outsider, separated from the empresses by a retinue of nannies and instructors. By the time she had been moved out of the Antahpuram, at the age of fifteen, she had been on terms of mere courteous formality with her royal co-mothers. Whatever affection – or resentment – they may once have felt for their husband’s love-child had dissipated long ago. She doubted they even remembered, any more, that the emperor had sired her on some exotic, foreign mistress none of them had ever seen, and whose fertility had been a slap in their collective faces. In the months following the Knowing, she had barely thought of them. So why was it that she suddenly craved their company today?


She paused, eyes widening with realization. Not their company, she corrected herself; the company of one of them in particular. Dhanashri – the sixth Mahishi. The most attractive of the eight, with her fair skin and amber eyes, and the cleverest. Unlike the other seven, she had always made it a point to say a kind word to the solemn little girl who was her husband’s bastard – and the one fated to be the Parashu of Aushij. Perhaps it was time to renew their desultory but pleasant association, she told herself with a tiny smile.


The tall, statuesque and heavily armed women standing guard at the carved silver doors leading into the Queens’ Apartments paled when they saw her, but stood their ground, bowing to her with grave courtesy as their captain asked her pleasure. Strangely comforted by their almost-normal response, she asked mildly to be escorted to Mahishi Dhanashri’s chambers. The captain herself stepped forward, requesting the princess to follow, and for the first time in years, she crossed the threshold into her childhood.


Petrified slaves scattered from her path in abject submission; ladies-in-waiting, faces blanched and dark eyes wide as much with terror as with curiosity, bowed deeply. She took no notice, withdrawing within herself to find the blazing cord that linked her to Aushij, comforted by its throbbing vitality. He was there, she told herself, waiting for her within the familiar cocoon of shadows that defined him, and now her.


‘Mahishi Dhanashri’s chambers, Ojaswita,’ the captain murmured. The use of her latest honour-sobriquet – Glorious One – made her look up and focus on the here and now. ‘Shall I announce –?’


‘No,’ she said, and touched the door lightly with her mind, making it unfurl like the petals of a flower. She walked into her sixth co-mother’s large, high-ceilinged lounging room, surprised once more at the sense it always gave of the watchful tranquillity of a jungle at twilight. Perhaps because there was very little metal here; wood predominated, and the place was full of green plants and tiny, colourful birds with their wings clipped. She remembered slipping in here sometimes as a child just to watch them, her small heart aching for them for a reason she could never acknowledge to herself.


She stood at the door, her emerald-on-agate eyes unconsciously wide as she picked out the vivid, small shapes glinting among the browns and the greens, not really seeing the dozen or so women who stood or knelt around a cushioned window-seat. They had looked around in surprise at her unannounced arrival, and now stood staring at her in apprehension. Then a voice spoke softly, curiosity stroking its husky edges, ‘Well, and who do we have here? Raudraa, addali, do not stand at the door! Come in, let me look at you!’


Blinking the memories out of her eyes, she looked across at the empress. Addali, she repeated silently. Sweet one. It had been a long while since she had been called that, and she felt oddly pleased that the only person to have ever thrown even that casual endearment her way once in a while had remembered, and was doing so again.


‘Majesty,’ she murmured as she took a step, and then a few more, till she stood looking down at the woman who shared Kozirupam’s consort-crown with seven others and, unlike them, could command the emperor’s attention whenever she truly wished. For she was the Princess of Nagapattan, the northernmost, and therefore the most strategically placed of the Seven Kingdoms, and her father, the king, adored her.


The Mahishi smiled at her from the couch on which she reclined, her wide brown eyes amused, speculative – and just a little wary as she looked at the young woman who held a God enthralled and whose power crackled on the air like static. ‘Must we stand on ceremony, Ojaswita?’ she asked lightly, emphasizing the honorific. ‘It has been so very long since you honoured us with a visit. Can we not just sit down together over a bowl of kaashini and – talk?’ She nodded at the long couch placed at an angle to hers, simultaneously flicking a careless hand at her ladies. They scurried to obey the unvoiced command to leave her alone with her visitor. A daasi – slave-girl – appeared as though by magic, and placed a jade tray bearing two silver drinking-bowls and a dish of honey-fried almonds on the elaborately carved table.


Inhaling the wondrous fragrance of the hot drink made from dried, ground beans – God! How long had it been since she had thought of the indolent pleasures of the palette? – Raudraa allowed herself to relax. She sank into the luxury of the deep, soft cushions, carefully banking the constant ebb and flow of restless energy within her, grateful for the opportunity to be human again, if only for a moment.


‘And how have you been, Ojaswita?’ Dhanashri enquired as she waved the daasi away, picked up a steaming bowl and offered it to her guest.


‘Raudraa,’ she corrected absently, hands curling around the bowl, absorbing the refreshingly real heat. ‘Just Raudraa.’


The empress inclined her head and conceded politely, ‘Raudraa, then, if you insist. I heard no rumour of your arrival in the Antahpuram. Have you already seen your other co-mothers?’


‘Not yet,’ she returned, shifting a little as the restlessness tiptoed back in, loath to leave her alone even for a while. ‘I – am not sure that I will, or can. I – he may call me again, soon, and I do not know what – how he would … I have never been away from the Temple since – since the Knowing.’


‘We are aware of that, all of us,’ Dhanashri acknowledged, watching her deemed daughter over the rim of the kaashini bowl, intrigued by the contrasts she saw there – raw power and unexpected vulnerability, arrogance and uncertainty, yearning and surfeit. She wondered which would prevail – or if any ever would. ‘I am honoured – as I expect the others would be – to know that your first venture out of the Temple precincts have led you to the Queens’ Quarters.’


Raudraa shrugged, then shook her head. ‘I came to see you, Mahishi. The others – maybe, if there is time. But you I wished to speak with, consult.’


Dhanashri lifted an eyebrow, artfully shaped into a tip-tilted arc after the fashion of her people. ‘Indeed? In that case, I am doubly honoured. How may I help, addali?’


That single word demolished the last of her reservations, soothing away the lingering caution. ‘It was you who told me, was it not, about – about my birth? About my – the woman who brought me into this world? I do not think anyone else has ever mentioned her, or told me anything about where I was born. Did you ever see her?’


Dhanashri’s eyes hardened a little, and she seemed to withdraw. ‘She is dead, Princess. Whoever she was. And no, I never saw her, never even suspected her existence. He – your father – hid her well.’ She quirked her mouth, and continued dryly, ‘I do not blame him. He probably realized that letting any of us get wind of her condition would be equivalent to signing her death sentence. The insult to our womanhood would not have gone unpunished, for we were all still young enough to hope, and to hurt. The first we heard of it was when he brought you into the Antahpuram – a tiny, helpless babe barely a few days old – and left you here to be brought up by an army of she-soldiers doubling as nannies. None of us – the other empresses and I – were allowed access to you in the first months, not until he was certain that we all understood the implications of what would happen if you were harmed in any way, by anyone. What I told you about your birth was what he told us that first day. Your mother had been his mistress for a couple of years, he said – a tribal girl captured by a party of raiders and sold into slavery, gifted to him by the nobleman who had bought her. We had never seen her, but we hated her – detested her for her fertility and her luck and for her audacity in bearing our husband’s child and forcing it down our throats. Yes, we all hated her,’ she concluded dispassionately, taking another sip of the cooling kaashini before replacing the bowl on the tray.


‘You must have hated me, too, then,’ Raudraa whispered, surprised at how much that hurt.


‘I would be lying if I denied that,’ Dhanashri said slowly, eyes thoughtful as they appraised the curiously rigid young face. ‘However, we saw too little of you, initially, for the fire of resentment to do more than smoulder. By the time you grew a little older, the Prophesies were already being recounted and re-interpreted, and suddenly, you were no longer the emperor’s illegitimate child – just the Parashu of Aushij being honed in our midst, and there was nothing left to resent.’


‘You were always kind to me,’ she pointed out, reaching out for the warmth of even ashes, and did not see the older woman’s eyes sharpen with interest – and a glimmer of understanding.


Too intelligent to rush into the breach, Dhanashri shrugged, kept her voice light. ‘It cost me little to do so. You were such a lost little thing, with those enormous grey eyes and that rare, tentative smile that would tug at any woman’s heartstrings. The daasi who had birthed you was dead, and I never had a child of my own to set against your claim to the throne, so … Besides,’ she smiled and leaned forward to confide humorously, ‘I am simply too lazy to sustain hatred – it is so wearing, apart from being bad for your complexion! Once I stopped viewing you as an impediment to my life, I could see you for what you were – just a small girl shouldering the weight of the expectations of an entire nation, an entire race, an entire religion. I felt sorry for you initially, and did not quite realize when the affection crept in. I had never intended to become fond of you, but – well, I suppose the mother in me needed an outlet, and you were right there!’


Raudraa felt the words grasp her, felt the unfamiliar sting of moisture in her eyes and panicked. She turned away in confusion. ‘Why did you tell me about my birth?’ she asked, staring out of the window at the roiling, unseasonal clouds. ‘No one else did.’


‘I thought you needed to know – had the right to know at least that much. I did not think it right that you should grow up feeling like an uprooted plant. I could see the questions in your eyes, in your silence, and I could bear it no longer. So I told you what I knew,’ Dhanashri concluded, feeling her way, wrapping her long-ago casual gesture in the brocade of ethics, in words that the Ojaswita wanted to hear.


The young woman continued to stare out of the windows, cloaked in silence. The Mahishi held her breath, wondering if she should have said something else. Then she heard ‘Thank you,’ and breathed again. Aushij’s Yoddha turned, finally, to look at her, the bizarre green eyes shimmering with some unidentifiable emotion. ‘There is one other question I would ask you,’ Raudraa continued, and she dipped her head politely.


‘I will answer, if I can.’


‘Vaagdatta,’ the girl pronounced slowly, eyes intent on the Empress’ countenance but already turning inwards as she felt him stir. ‘She – there is a child, is there not? A daughter, sired by Emperor Paanimaan but born long after his death.’ She did not notice the sharp edge of coldness that sliced through Dhanashri’s eyes.


‘So she says,’ the Mahishi returned, long square fingers curling ever so slightly. ‘She ran away from the palace, did she not? On the very day the poor emperor was so unfortunately trampled to death by a rogue elephant. No one – not even her maids and her ladies knew about her interesting condition; it was only later – perhaps as much as two years later – that news trickled in about the child. Who is to know whether the child was born nine months later – or ten, even twelve? Or whether she was born to Vaagdatta at all?’


Raudraa frowned, struggling to stay focused, asked, ‘What is that you say? Not born to Vaagdatta?’


‘I did not know Paanimaan’s bride well,’ Dhanashri spoke deliberately, watching her and noting the receding look in those strange eyes. ‘But from what I do know of her, she was not one to have meekly accepted the role of the childless, bereaved Imperial Dowager. The child would have been her passport to greater things.’


‘Are you saying, Mother, that the girl for whom Vaagdatta has been plotting to win the imperial crown may be – an impostor?’ she asked, pulled to her feet by the sudden, as-yet-mindless, tug on the rope of exquisite thorns that tied her to the Dark Deity she served.


Dhanashri drew a breath and held it. So easy, she mused, so incredibly simple. The right words, the right tone, the right gestures – that was all it had taken. Mother, hmm? In all the years they had existed in each other’s vicinity, she had never heard the girl address any of the Adhiraaj’s eight wives – herself included – as that. And suddenly, just like that, in the blink of an eye…!


Clamping down the surge of triumph, she took care to sound dispassionate, analytical. ‘I am merely speculating, addali. But it is not beyond the realm of possibility, is it? The child could have been snatched, commandeered, adopted – whatever – to provide a rallying point for Vaagdatta’s supporters. Alone, the childless widow of a dead emperor – however popular he may have been – she could never have sustained her aura, her influence beyond the first few months, mayhap a couple of years. As the mother of the so-called one true heir of Paanimaan, though – well, the whole story changed, did it not? For her, it would have been worth passing off any child as her own. I have always believed that is what she did.’


The Ojaswita stared at her, her restless little movements stilled, the misted eyes sharpened. ‘Yes,’ she breathed, speaking almost to herself. ‘It is possible. Of course. So that was who my Lord was referring to when he spoke of the one who awaits her turn!’ Her eyes snapping clear, she looked at Dhanashri. ‘Have you mentioned this to the emperor?’


The Mahishi shrugged. ‘N-no,’ she admitted, sighing softly. ‘We – he and I – have never really discussed the subject. Regrettably, he thinks of Vaagdatta as no more than a minor and occasional annoyance. A mistake, I have always thought; she may not have the capability to confront the armies of Kozirupam on a battlefield – at least, not yet – but she has successfully harried our flanks for over eighteen years, has she not? And that speaks of a singular level of determination. And hatred. A dangerous combination. Still,’ she waved a hand, ostensibly dismissing her own opinion, ‘your father knows what he is about, I am sure, and I would not presume to share mere speculation with him.’


‘An imposter,’ Raudraa repeated, ignoring the rest. ‘Yes, that makes sense. The Prophesies say that the Enemy would come from the Golden Wanderers, and that clashed with my gut instinct about the so-called one true heir. But if Vaagdatta adopted the girl … Where is she?’ she demanded abruptly, suddenly in a hurry, feeling the prelude to his call shiver in her blood.


Dhanashri enquired uncertainly, ‘She?’


‘The girl – the child,’ she elaborated with impatience. ‘Vaagdatta’s tool. Where is she?’


‘I – how would I know, Raudraa?’ she spoke cautiously, not sure how to respond. ‘The emperor’s sources continue to give conflicting reports.’


‘But you have your own sources, do you not?’ Raudraa pointed out, her aura beginning to crackle again as the energies gathered. ‘Sources that owe allegiance to you – the Princess of Nagapattan. Have they told you nothing, Mother?’


‘It is difficult to maintain the network,’ she murmured evasively, unwilling to commit to anything without thinking about the implications first and evaluating them against her own interests. ‘The information I get is – erratic, to say the least.’


‘Only till such time as you pull in the slack,’ Raudraa spoke dreamily, yet astutely, her steps singeing the air as she stepped away, still facing the empress. ‘Do it, Majesty. And call on me when you have something to share. I would be most appreciative.’ She started to turn away, already tuned into his awakening.


‘Wait!’ she heard the sharp curiosity in Dhanashri’s voice and actually halted, resisting the torpid tugs on the invisible cord of his will. ‘Can you not find that out for yourself, Ojaswita? Your powers…’


‘…are precisely what prevent me from using them to identify the Foe,’ she returned slowly. ‘Did you think I had not tried, Majesty? But whenever I reach out, my – sight becomes clouded. Beyond a point, I cannot see. It is as though a wall rises to obscure my target. The powers wielded by the Samyaati Kul are, after all, a direct antithesis of what I am, of what I have been gifted. When my searching collides with the protective barriers they have cast around the Enemy, it is negated, shattering into unusable fragments. That is why I need your help.’
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