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    Chapter 1: The Princess and the Forbidden Library

    
    
  
  The books were all lies. Every last one of them.

Princess Meera slammed shut the illustrated manuscript—its pages brittle with age, its binding cracked along the spine like a fault line in the earth—and tossed it onto the pile of dusty tomes that occupied the long teak table. The pile shifted, threatening avalanche. She did not care. She had spent four hours in the Royal Archives of Suryagarh Palace, crawling through shelves that smelled of termite dust and camphor and the slow decomposition of knowledge, and every book she had found told the same story: the kingdom of Devlok was dangerous, its people were savages, and the magic they practiced—the ancient art called Tejasvidya—was an abomination against the natural order.

Biased. All biased. One-sided propaganda dressed up as scholarship, written by court historians who had never crossed the Rift and never intended to, historians who served her father's narrative the way a cook serves a thali—arranged for presentation, not truth.

The wooden chair groaned as she flopped back into it. Her cream silk pavadai was stained with dust and cobwebs—three hours of crawling between shelves in the restricted section had seen to that. Probably her hair too, the long braid that her handmaiden Lata had plaited with jasmine that morning now trailing loose strands and grey dust like a river that had forgotten its banks. She cared little for any of that. She cared about Devlok. She cared about Tejasvidya. She cared about the truth that her father, King Vikramsen the Second, Protector of the Western Realms, Keeper of the Sacred Flame, had spent her entire seventeen years hiding from her.

Where are the books about the magic users?* she thought, brushing a strand of hair from her eyes with an impatient hand. *Probably banned. But surely not all of them have been destroyed. Devlok—that is what I want to read about. The real Devlok, not the monster story they tell children to keep them obedient.

"Rajkumari? Are you finished with these manuscripts? Shall I return them to the keeper?" Lata's voice floated from behind a shelf, tentative as always, carrying the perpetual nervousness of a woman who had spent her life in the employment of people who could dismiss her with a word.

Meera cast a weary gaze at her handmaiden. Lata was twenty, three years older than the Princess, with a round face and wide dark eyes that gave her a permanently startled expression, as if the world kept surprising her in ways she found mildly alarming. She was eyeing Meera's dusty pavadai with the specific disdain of someone who would be blamed for it later.

"I suppose I am done," Meera sighed. The dust was making her nose itch, and the restricted section's single oil lamp was guttering, its flame struggling against the darkness like a small, brave, ultimately doomed act of defiance. "There is nothing here. Nothing real."

"You should not have stayed so long. Your father will ask questions." Lata collected the manuscripts from the table with the practiced efficiency of a woman who had been cleaning up after Meera's intellectual adventures since childhood.

"If he had given me answers, I would not be here."

"You know he..." Lata searched for words, her hands pausing on a particularly heavy leather-bound volume. "It is difficult for him. Every year, at this time..."

"And I suppose you think it is easy for me?" Meera snapped. The sharpness in her voice was not directed at Lata—it was directed at the absence, the void, the mother-shaped hole that had existed in her life for as long as she could remember. Queen Devyani had vanished when Meera was two years old. Vanished—not died, not been killed, not abdicated—vanished, as completely as if the earth had swallowed her. And every year, on the anniversary of the disappearance, the entire palace descended into a grief that was also a silence, a collective agreement not to speak about the one thing that everyone was thinking about.

Lata held her tongue. She was used to Meera's moods and wise enough to know when words were fuel and when they were water. She continued collecting the manuscripts in silence.

"I will be at the stables," Meera announced, pushing back from the table with enough force to send the chair scraping across the stone floor. The sound echoed through the empty archive like a small act of rebellion.

"You are not going riding now, are you?" Lata called after her, genuine alarm replacing her usual mild anxiety. "Do you know what time it is? The sun will set in an hour!"

"There is plenty of daylight before dinner," Meera's voice floated back as she swept past the archive keeper—an old man named Shastri who had been dozing at his desk and stumbled to his feet with the confused urgency of someone who has been caught sleeping on duty by royalty.

"A blessed evening to you, Rajkumari!" old Shastri called after her retreating figure, adjusting his spectacles and the shawl that had slipped from his shoulders during his nap.

Her mind preoccupied with thoughts of magic and the eastern kingdom, Meera barely noticed her faithful bodyguard, Vajra, falling into step behind her. His footsteps were almost silent for a man of his size—which was considerable, because Vajra was not human. He was a Vanara, one of the great ape-warriors of the southern forests, standing seven feet tall with broad shoulders and arms that could bend iron. His fur was the deep brown of old teak, shot through with grey at the temples, and his amber eyes missed nothing—not the dust on Meera's clothes, not the determination in her stride, not the way her jaw was set in the particular configuration that meant she was about to do something that would give him a headache.

Years ago, Meera's father had formed an alliance with Hanumant, the Vanara chieftain—a friendship forged in the border wars against the Naga raiders, cemented by mutual respect and the kind of trust that comes only from standing back-to-back in battle. Vajra was one of the fruits of that alliance: a Vanara warrior assigned as the Princess's personal protector, a role he fulfilled with the grim, tireless devotion of a creature who considered failure not merely unacceptable but physically impossible.

"The stables, Rajkumari?" Vajra's voice was a low rumble, the bass note of a temple drum.

"The stables."

"Your father has asked that you attend the Council meeting this evening."

"My father can attend it without me. He has been doing so for seventeen years."

Vajra said nothing. He had learned, in five years of service, that arguing with Meera was like arguing with the monsoon—technically possible, practically futile, and likely to leave you wet and miserable.

The stables of Suryagarh were not ordinary stables. They did not house horses. They housed Garudavaahanas—great winged creatures with the bodies of horses and the wings of eagles, their feathers the colour of burnished copper, their eyes intelligent and ancient and faintly luminous in the perpetual twilight of the stable. There were twelve of them, each assigned to a member of the Royal Wing—the elite flying corps that patrolled the western borders of the kingdom and kept watch over the Rift.

The Rift. That was the thing. That was the reason for everything—the banned books, the propaganda, the silence about her mother, the entire architecture of fear and control that her father had built around the kingdom like a fortress of ignorance. The Rift was a chasm—a vast, bottomless crack in the earth that ran from the northern mountains to the southern sea, splitting the continent in two. To the west of the Rift lay Suryabhoomi—the Land of the Sun, Meera's kingdom, where magic was feared and forbidden and the old ways were maintained through tradition and force. To the east lay Devlok—the Land of the Gods, where magic was practiced openly, where the ancient art of Tejasvidya was taught in universities and temples, where the people lived in a society that was, by all accounts that Meera could find in the restricted archives, more advanced, more prosperous, and more free than anything in her father's realm.

But the books—her father's approved books—told a different story. They told of Devlok as a land of darkness and corruption, ruled by sorcerers who had abandoned the gods and sold their souls to demons. They told of the Tejasvidya practitioners as dangerous heretics who could control minds, reshape matter, and summon forces that no mortal should command. They told of the Great Sundering—the ancient war that had created the Rift itself, when the combined armies of the western kingdoms had driven the sorcerers east and sealed the border with a chasm so deep that no bridge could span it and no tunnel could pass beneath it.

Meera did not believe the approved version. She believed—based on fragments, hints, banned texts smuggled out of the restricted archive by sympathetic scholars, and her own relentless intuition—that the truth was more complicated, more nuanced, and more relevant to her own life than anyone in Suryagarh was willing to admit.

Because her mother had been from Devlok.

This was the secret. This was the thing that the entire palace knew and no one spoke about, the elephant in the durbar hall, the wound that her father dressed in silence every morning and every evening and every moment in between. Queen Devyani had crossed the Rift seventeen years ago—the first person to do so in a generation—and she had married King Vikramsen, and she had given birth to a daughter, and then she had vanished, returned to the east, gone back through the Rift to the land of magic and gods and everything that Suryabhoomi had spent centuries teaching its citizens to fear.

Meera was half-Devloki. She carried the blood of both worlds in her veins. And she could feel it—the pull, the tug, the restless energy that hummed beneath her skin like a current in a river, the energy that she had learned to suppress but could not extinguish, the energy that the restricted books called Tejasvidya and her father called dangerous and she called the only honest thing about herself.

She entered the stable. The smell hit her immediately—the warm, complex, faintly metallic scent of the Garudavaahanas, a mixture of feathers and horse-sweat and something else, something ancient and wild that no amount of grooming could domesticate. The creatures stirred in their stalls, their copper wings rustling, their luminous eyes turning toward her with the calm, appraising intelligence of beings that had been carrying humans through the sky since before the Sundering and considered the arrangement more of a favour than a service.

Her Garudavaahana was named Agni—Fire—and he was the most beautiful creature she had ever seen. His coat was the deep red-gold of a Thanjavur sunset, his wings spanned twenty feet when fully extended, and his eyes were the colour of molten amber. He nickered when he saw her—a sound that was half horse, half eagle, and entirely affectionate—and pressed his great feathered head against her chest with a force that would have knocked a smaller person off their feet.

"Hello, beautiful," Meera murmured, running her fingers through the soft feathers at the base of his neck. The feathers were warm, almost hot, radiating the internal fire that gave the species its mythical name. "Shall we fly?"

Agni's wings unfurled—a sound like a sail catching wind, like a temple flag snapping in the breeze, like the first breath of something that has been waiting too long to be free—and Meera swung herself onto his back with the practiced grace of someone who had been flying since she was twelve and considered the sky more of a home than any palace.

They launched from the stable doors into the evening sky. The updraft caught Agni's wings and they soared, climbing in a tight spiral above the red sandstone walls of Suryagarh, above the city that sprawled beneath the palace like a map of human ambition—the markets and temples and houses and gardens and the river Suryanadi that wound through it all like a silver thread—and above, above, above, until the air was cold and thin and the world below was small and the horizon was wide and the Rift was visible.

She could see it from here. The great chasm, running north to south like a scar on the face of the earth, its edges jagged, its depths invisible, shrouded in a perpetual mist that glowed faintly purple in the evening light. Beyond it—so far that it was barely visible, more suggestion than substance—the eastern lands. Devlok. Her mother's home. The place where the answers were.

I will cross it,* Meera thought, and the thought was not new—she had been thinking it for years—but tonight it felt different. Tonight it felt like a decision. *I will cross the Rift. I will find the truth. I will find my mother.

Agni felt her shift in weight, her unconscious lean toward the east, and adjusted his wings, banking into a long, slow turn that took them away from the Rift and back toward the palace. He was loyal, but he was also wise, and he knew—as animals always know—the difference between intention and readiness. The Princess was not ready. Not yet.

But soon.

Below, the temple bells of Suryagarh began their evening song—a cascade of bronze notes that rose through the cooling air and wrapped around the Princess and her winged mount like a blessing, or a warning, depending on which side of the Rift you stood on.


  
    Chapter 2: The Council of Shadows

    
    
  
  The Council Chamber of Suryagarh was a room designed to intimidate. It occupied the highest floor of the central tower, a circular space with walls of red sandstone carved with scenes from the Great Sundering—armies clashing, sorcerers falling, the earth splitting open beneath their feet—and a domed ceiling painted with the constellations in gold leaf that caught the lamplight and scattered it across the floor like fallen stars. Twelve chairs arranged in a crescent faced the throne, which sat on a raised dais at the north end, flanked by two bronze braziers that burned perpetually, their flames fed by oils infused with sandalwood and camphor so that the chamber always smelled of ritual, of authority, of the kind of power that announces itself through scent before it speaks a word.

King Vikramsen the Second sat in the throne the way he did everything: with absolute stillness and absolute control. He was fifty-three years old, but the years had been kind to his face and cruel to his eyes. His beard was silver, trimmed close to the jaw in the Rajput style. His turban was deep crimson, fastened with a gold pin shaped like a sun—the emblem of his house, the House of Surya, which had ruled Suryabhoomi for eleven generations. His hands rested on the arms of the throne with the relaxed precision of a man who has been sitting in this chair for twenty years and has never once fidgeted.

But his eyes. His eyes were the eyes of a man who had been looking at the same wound for fifteen years and could not stop looking, even though looking made it worse. Dark eyes, deep-set, ringed with the particular kind of exhaustion that does not come from lack of sleep but from excess of thought. The eyes of a man who carries a secret that is heavier than his crown.

Meera entered the chamber seven minutes late. She had changed out of the dusty pavadai—Lata had insisted, with the quiet ferocity of a handmaiden who knew that a princess appearing at Council in cobwebs would reflect poorly on everyone involved—and was wearing a fresh silk sari in deep blue, her hair re-braided, her face washed, her expression arranged in the particular configuration of respectful attentiveness that she used at Council meetings the way an actor uses a mask: it covered the truth without changing it.

"Rajkumari Meera. You honour us with your presence." General Rudraveer's voice carried the unmistakable edge of sarcasm. He was the Commander of the Western Army, a broad-shouldered man with a scar that ran from his left ear to his chin—a souvenir from the border skirmishes of twenty years ago, which he wore with the pride of a man who considers his face a résumé. He did not approve of Meera's attendance at Council. He did not approve of women at Council in general, a position he held with the serene confidence of a man who has never been required to examine his own beliefs.

"The border patrols have reported increased activity near the Rift," General Rudraveer continued, turning back to the assembled Council. A map of the kingdom was spread across the central table—hand-drawn on parchment, detailed with ink and pigment, showing the terrain from the northern Himalayan foothills to the southern coast, with the Rift marked in red like a wound that had not healed. "Three separate sightings in the past fortnight. Lights on the eastern side. Movement."

"Movement of what kind?" asked Minister Chandragupta, the Royal Advisor, an elderly man whose thinness was so extreme that he appeared to be composed entirely of bones and opinions. His voice was dry, precise, the voice of a man who had been parsing language for fifty years and could find ambiguity in a shopping list.

"Unknown. The patrols could not get close enough. The Rift mist has thickened."

"The mist always thickens at this time of year," said Pundit Agnivesh, the Court Astronomer, whose role combined what in the western world would be separate disciplines of astronomy, astrology, and weather prediction into a single profession that was part science, part divination, and part educated guessing. He was small, round, and perpetually cheerful, which Meera suspected was a defence mechanism against the fundamental absurdity of his job. "It is the season of Kartik. The alignment of Shani and Rahu creates atmospheric disturbance in the Rift. I documented this phenomenon in my treatise of—"

"This is not atmospheric disturbance," Rudraveer cut in, his patience for astronomical explanations visibly depleted. "This is organised movement. Coordinated lights. Possible military formations."

The word military changed the temperature of the room. Twelve pairs of eyes shifted—some to the map, some to the King, some to each other. The politics of Council were layered and complex, alliances and rivalries threaded through the chamber like the gold leaf on the ceiling, but on this subject—the possibility of action from the east—there was something close to unanimity: fear.

"We have not seen military movement from Devlok in forty years," said Minister Chandragupta. "Not since the Treaty of Shadows."

"Which is precisely why this is alarming," Rudraveer replied. "Forty years of silence, and now this. Something has changed."

Meera listened. She sat in the chair that had been assigned to her—the twelfth chair, the smallest, the one furthest from the throne, placed there by her father in a gesture that was simultaneously an acknowledgment of her right to participate and a demonstration of how little he wanted her to—and she listened, and she thought, and she said nothing, because she had learned that silence at Council was more valuable than speech, and because the things she wanted to say were the things that would get her removed from the room.

She wanted to say: Have you considered that the lights might not be military? Have you considered that the movement might be diplomatic? Have you considered that forty years of isolating ourselves from the most advanced civilisation on the continent might have consequences, and that perhaps—just perhaps—the people of Devlok are not the monsters you have spent four decades telling us they are?

She wanted to say: My mother was from Devlok. My mother was not a monster. Whatever happened to her, whatever drove her back across the Rift, was not the result of Devloki savagery but of Suryabhoomi prejudice, and every one of you in this room knows it, and none of you will say it, because saying it would require you to confront the possibility that everything you believe about the east is wrong.

She said nothing. She sat in her small chair and maintained her mask and listened to twelve old men discuss the eastern threat with the terrified certainty of people who have confused their fear with wisdom.

The meeting lasted two hours. At the end, her father made his pronouncements: double the border patrols, increase the Wing's surveillance flights over the Rift, convene a special session of the military council, send word to the Vanara chieftain requesting additional warriors for the western frontier. Standard responses. Predictable. The responses of a king who had been managing fear for so long that management had become an end in itself.

The councillors filed out. Meera waited. She had learned—this too was a skill acquired through years of practice—that the conversations that mattered happened after the official conversation ended, in the liminal space between the closing of the meeting and the closing of the door.

When the last councillor had gone, she approached the throne.

"Pitaji."

Vikramsen looked at her. The mask he wore for Council—the mask of authority, of decisiveness, of a king who has all the answers—slipped, just fractionally, revealing the face beneath: the face of a tired man who loved his daughter and was terrified of what she was becoming.

"You were late."

"I was in the archives."

A flicker in his eyes. "The archives."

"The restricted section. Looking for books about Devlok."

The flicker became a flame. "Meera—"

"There is nothing there. Nothing true. Everything has been edited, redacted, or removed. The only accounts that remain are the ones that support your narrative—that Devlok is dangerous, that magic is evil, that the Rift is a necessary protection."

"It is a necessary protection."

"Protection against what? Against people who are different from us? Against a civilisation that has existed for thousands of years without attacking us? Against my mother's people?"

The word mother landed in the chamber like a stone dropped into still water. The ripples were visible in Vikramsen's face—a tightening of the jaw, a narrowing of the eyes, a micro-expression of pain so brief and so deep that it was gone before it could be named.

"Your mother," he said, and his voice was the voice of a man choosing each word with the care of a surgeon choosing which vein to cut, "made choices. Those choices had consequences. I have spent fifteen years protecting you from those consequences."

"Protecting me? Or hiding me? Hiding what I am?"

"What you are is the Princess of Suryabhoomi. That is what you are. That is all you need to be."

"That is half of what I am, and you know it."

Silence. The braziers crackled. The gold-leaf constellations on the ceiling glowed in the firelight, and for a moment the room felt like the inside of a temple—sacred, ancient, and full of things that could not be spoken aloud without breaking something.

Vikramsen rose from the throne. He was tall—taller than Meera, taller than most men in the kingdom—and when he stood, the room reorganised itself around him, as rooms do around people who have been the centre of gravity for so long that their gravitational field has become permanent.

"I will not discuss this," he said. "Not tonight. Not with the border in the state it is in. You will attend your lessons with Pundit Agnivesh tomorrow morning. You will fly your patrol routes with the Wing in the afternoon. You will not visit the restricted archives again."

"And if I do?"

He looked at her. The love in his eyes was enormous, oceanic, the kind of love that builds palaces and starts wars and locks daughters in towers because it cannot distinguish between protection and imprisonment. The fear in his eyes was equally enormous.

"Then I will have the archives sealed."

He left. The bronze doors of the Council Chamber closed behind him with a sound that was neither a slam nor a whisper but something in between—the sound of a conversation that had been had a hundred times and would be had a hundred more, the sound of a father and daughter who loved each other and could not agree on whether love required truth or permitted lies.

Meera stood in the empty chamber. The braziers burned. The constellations glowed. And deep in her chest, beneath the silk sari and the re-braided hair and the mask of respectful attentiveness, the energy hummed—the Tejasvidya, the inheritance from her mother's side, the power that she could feel but could not use, could not control, could not even name without triggering a constitutional crisis.

She clenched her fists. The energy pulsed. And somewhere far to the east, beyond the Rift and the mist and the forty years of silence, something pulsed back.

She felt it. A response. A call.

Come, it said. Not in words—in vibration, in resonance, in the language that existed before language, the language of power recognising power across distance and darkness and the lies that men build between things that should be connected.

Come home.

Meera unclenched her fists. She walked out of the Council Chamber. She walked down the corridor to her quarters, past the guards and the servants and the portraits of eleven generations of Surya kings who had ruled without magic and were proud of it. She closed her door. She sat on her bed.

And she began to plan.


  
    Chapter 3: The Crossing

    
    
  
  The plan was simple in the way that all dangerous plans are simple: fly east, cross the Rift, land on the other side, find Devlok. The details—how to evade the Wing patrols, how to survive the Rift mist that had killed every explorer who had attempted the crossing in living memory, how to navigate a kingdom she had never seen using information gleaned from banned books and her own intuition—those details were less simple. Those details were, if she was being honest with herself, closer to suicidal than strategic.

But Meera had three advantages that no previous Rift-crosser had possessed. First, she had Agni, who was the fastest and strongest Garudavaahana in the Royal Wing, and who trusted her with the absolute, unquestioning loyalty that exists between a rider and a mount who have been bonded since birth. Second, she had Vajra, who had made it clear—through a combination of grunting, disapproving silence, and the resigned sigh of a bodyguard who knows he cannot stop his charge from doing something stupid and has therefore decided to accompany her in the doing of it—that where the Princess went, he went. Third, and most importantly, she had the Tejasvidya—the magic that hummed in her blood like a current in a wire, the inheritance from her mother's side that she had spent seventeen years suppressing and was about to, for the first time, deliberately use.

She told Lata on the evening before the crossing. Not the full plan—Lata would have fainted, or worse, informed someone—but enough. Enough for the handmaiden to understand that Meera was leaving, that she might not return for some time, and that a letter needed to be delivered to the King twenty-four hours after her departure.

"You are going to Devlok," Lata said. It was not a question.

"Yes."

"Your father will send the entire Wing after you."

"Which is why the letter must not reach him until I am already across. Twenty-four hours, Lata. Not a minute sooner."

Lata's wide brown eyes were wider than usual, which was saying something. She looked at Meera with the expression of someone watching a person they love walk toward the edge of a cliff—knowing they cannot stop them, knowing they should not try, knowing that the only thing left to do is stand where they are and hope the wind is kind.

"Take the woollen shawl," Lata said finally. "The one your grandmother wove. It gets cold at altitude."

This was Lata's way of saying goodbye. Not with tears or dramatic declarations but with practical advice about warmth, because love, in its truest form, is not an emotion but an action, and the action of a handmaiden who cannot stop her princess from flying into danger is to make sure she does not fly cold.

They left at the fourth watch of night—the hour before dawn, when the palace guards were at their most torpid and the Rift mist was at its thinnest, according to Pundit Agnivesh's atmospheric charts, which Meera had memorised during a lesson that the Pundit had intended to be about stellar navigation and which she had repurposed for intelligence gathering.

The stable was dark. Agni was awake—he had sensed her intention, the way Garudavaahanas always sensed their rider's intention, through the bond that connected them at a level below consciousness, below language, in the shared territory of blood and instinct. His copper feathers gleamed in the darkness. His amber eyes found her face and held it, and she saw in them not the question Are you sure? but the statement I am ready.

She saddled him in silence. The riding harness was worn leather, supple from years of use, fitted with brass buckles that she had learned to fasten in the dark when she was twelve—her first solo night flight, the memory so vivid that she could still feel the cold air on her face and the exhilaration in her chest, the sensation of being above the world and free of it, which was also the sensation of being yourself for the first time.

Vajra appeared from the shadows. He was dressed for travel—leather armour, a long curved sword at his hip, a pack on his back that contained, she suspected, enough dried fruit and flatbread to feed a small army, because Vanaras took provisioning seriously and Vajra in particular had never met a contingency he did not prepare for. His expression, in the dim light, was the expression of a man who had resigned himself to his fate and intended to face it with dignity, competence, and a significant quantity of trail mix.

"The patrol changes in twelve minutes," he said, his voice pitched low. "We have a window of six minutes before the next flyover."

"That is enough."

They launched from the stable's upper exit—a wide opening in the roof designed for emergency scrambles—and climbed fast, Agni's wings working with the powerful, rhythmic strokes of a creature built for speed and altitude. The palace dropped away below them. The city was dark—oil lamps in windows, the occasional temple fire, the slow-moving torches of the night watch—and above, the sky was enormous, cloudless, scattered with stars that were so bright at this altitude they seemed close enough to touch.

Vajra rode behind Meera, his arms wrapped around her waist, his weight offset by his pack, his silence profound. Vanaras were natural climbers, not flyers, and the experience of being carried through the air on the back of a creature that was not a tree was, for Vajra, an exercise in controlled discomfort. He endured it the way he endured everything that the Princess required of him: without complaint, with competence, and with the silent prayer that it would be over soon.

They flew east. The landscape below shifted—city to farmland, farmland to forest, forest to the increasingly barren scrubland that preceded the Rift. The air grew colder. Meera pulled the woollen shawl tighter around her shoulders and felt, beneath the warmth of the fabric, the distant warmth of her grandmother's hands, which had woven this pattern forty years ago in a room that no longer existed in a palace that had been her mother's childhood home.

The Rift appeared.

Even from the air, it was terrifying. A gash in the earth so vast and deep that it seemed less like a geographical feature and more like a wound inflicted on the world itself—a wound that had never healed, that would never heal, that existed as permanent evidence of the violence that had created it. The edges were jagged, raw, the rock exposed and striated in layers of red and black and grey, like the cross-section of a body that had been opened and not closed. The mist rose from the depths—thick, purple-grey, luminescent, swirling with a slow, hypnotic motion that suggested not weather but consciousness, as if the mist was alive and aware and watching.

The mist was the danger. Every account Meera had read—official and unofficial, approved and banned—agreed on this: the Rift mist was deadly. Not poisonous, not toxic in any chemical sense, but wrong—it confused the senses, disoriented the mind, turned perception inside out so that up became down and forward became back and the solid world dissolved into a grey, swirling nothing that had no edges, no reference points, no way out. Birds that flew into the mist did not fly out. Ships that sailed beneath the bridges (before the bridges were destroyed) drifted into the mist and were never seen again. The mist was the Rift's immune system, its natural defence against anything that tried to cross it.

But Meera had read something else. In the restricted archives, in a manuscript so old that the ink had faded to brown and the parchment was translucent with age, she had found a single paragraph—written in the archaic Tamil-Sanskrit hybrid that the court historians used five hundred years ago—that described a technique for navigating the mist. The technique was simple: use Tejasvidya. The magic acted as a compass, a light, a beacon that cut through the mist's confusion and showed the way. The mist could not disorient a mind that was anchored by power. The mist could not confuse a sense that operated on a frequency above the physical.

She had never deliberately used her magic. She had spent seventeen years feeling it, suppressing it, pretending it did not exist. She had no training, no technique, no instruction beyond a faded paragraph in a banned book. She was about to attempt something that had not been done in forty years, using an ability she did not fully understand, over a chasm that had killed everyone who had tried.

"We are approaching the eastern edge of the patrol zone," Vajra said. His voice was calm, which meant he was frightened, because Vajra's calm was directly proportional to his fear—the calmer the voice, the more terrified the speaker. "Beyond this point, if we are spotted—"

"We will not be spotted. The patrol has passed. We have six minutes."

"Four minutes now."

Agni adjusted without instruction—dipping lower, increasing speed, his wings cutting through the cold air with the silent efficiency of a creature that understood the stakes. The Rift edge approached. The mist rose before them like a wall—purple-grey, luminescent, undulating, the boundary between the known world and everything beyond it.

Meera closed her eyes. She reached inside herself—past the fear, past the doubt, past the seventeen years of suppression—and found the Tejasvidya. It was there. It had always been there. Not hidden, not buried, but waiting—patient, calm, steady as a flame in a room with no wind. She took hold of it. She felt it respond—a warmth that spread from her chest to her fingertips, a brightness behind her closed eyelids, a vibration that resonated in her bones and her teeth and the base of her skull.

She opened her eyes. The world looked different. The mist was no longer opaque—it was translucent, layered, and through its layers she could see a path. Not a physical path—a path of light, of energy, of the same Tejasvidya that burned in her blood, stretching from this side of the Rift to the other like a bridge made of starlight.

"Hold on," she said.

Agni plunged into the mist.

The cold was immediate—the cold of the void, of the spaces between stars, of a place that existed outside the normal categories of temperature. It penetrated Meera's shawl, her silk, her skin, reached into her chest and wrapped around her heart like a fist of ice. Beside her, Vajra grunted—a small, involuntary sound of discomfort from a creature who had been raised in tropical forests and was now flying through something that felt like the inside of a glacier.

But the path held. The Tejasvidya burned in Meera's chest like a furnace, pushing back the cold, pushing back the confusion, keeping her mind clear and her vision sharp while the mist swirled and pressed and tried to erase the world around her. She could see the path—a ribbon of golden light that wound through the grey like a river through fog—and she guided Agni along it, trusting her magic, trusting her blood, trusting the inheritance that her father had tried to hide and that was now saving her life.

How long the crossing took, she could not say. Time in the mist was not time as she knew it—it stretched and compressed, accordion-like, so that seconds felt like hours and hours felt like seconds, and the only constant was the golden path and the warmth in her chest and Agni's wings beating steadily beneath her.

Then the mist thinned. Light appeared—not the grey, diffused light of the mist but real light, warm light, the light of a sun that was already above the horizon and was illuminating a landscape that Meera had never seen before.

They emerged.

The eastern side of the Rift was green. That was the first thing she noticed—the overwhelming, aggressive, unapologetic greenness of a land that had been blessed with rain and magic and the combination of the two. Forests stretched to the horizon, thick and ancient, their canopies so dense that the ground below was invisible. Rivers glittered between the trees like silver veins. Mountains rose in the distance—not the dry, brown mountains of Suryabhoomi but mountains covered in vegetation, their peaks wreathed in cloud, their slopes terraced with fields that even from this altitude she could see were cultivated with a precision and abundance that surpassed anything in her father's kingdom.

And there were cities. Not the mud-and-stone cities of the west—these were cities of crystal and light, their towers catching the morning sun and refracting it into rainbows that arced across the sky like bridges between earth and heaven. She could see, even from this distance, that the cities were powered by something that was not fire and not oil and not muscle—something that made them glow from within, as if the buildings themselves were alive.

Tejasvidya. The cities ran on magic. The fields were cultivated by magic. The rivers were controlled by magic. Everything she had been told about Devlok—that it was a land of darkness, of savagery, of dangerous and uncontrolled power—was wrong. Not slightly wrong. Completely, fundamentally, catastrophically wrong.

"Rama preserve us," Vajra whispered, and for the first time in the five years she had known him, his voice carried not fear but wonder.

Agni screamed—the high, triumphant cry of a Garudavaahana that has found open sky and has decided to celebrate—and banked into a long, sweeping turn over the forest canopy, his copper wings catching the morning light, his shadow racing across the treetops like a promise.

Meera laughed. She could not help it. The sound was torn from her chest by joy and relief and the overwhelming sensation of arriving at a place she had never been but had always known—the sensation of a person who has been looking at a map her whole life and has finally stepped onto the territory.

She was in Devlok. She was home.

Below them, in a clearing by a river, a group of figures looked up at the sky. They were pointing. They were shouting. They had seen the Garudavaahana—a creature of the west, a creature that had not been seen in these skies for forty years—and they were responding with the alarm and excitement and curiosity of people who are witnessing something that they had been told was impossible.

"We should land," Vajra said, his hand moving to his sword with the automatic reflex of a warrior who has identified potential hostility and is preparing to respond. "Before they decide we are invaders."

"We are not invaders."

"They do not know that."

He was right. Meera guided Agni down—a long, slow descent that gave the people below time to see her, to assess her, to understand that a single Garudavaahana carrying a young woman and a Vanara was not an invasion force—and they landed in the clearing by the river, the great wings folding with a sound like a curtain falling, the copper feathers settling, the amber eyes surveying this new world with the calm curiosity of a creature that fears nothing.

The figures approached. There were seven of them—three women, four men, dressed in clothes that were simple but finely made, the fabric shimmering with a subtle luminescence that Meera realised, with a start, was Tejasvidya-infused textile. Magic in the very thread. They carried no weapons. Their expressions were not hostile—curious, cautious, but not hostile. And one of them, a young man at the front of the group, was staring at Meera with an intensity that suggested recognition, or its cousin.

He was her age. Tall, dark-skinned, with the angular features of someone whose ancestors had come from the southern regions. His eyes were unusual—not brown but amber, like Agni's, like honey held up to the light—and his hair was long, tied back in a knot at the nape of his neck. He wore a simple white kurta with silver embroidery at the collar, and his hands—she noticed this with the hyper-awareness that comes in moments of high tension and high meaning—were glowing. Faintly, barely perceptibly, but glowing. The soft golden luminescence of active Tejasvidya.

He was a magic user. They all were. And they were looking at her as if they had been expecting her.

"Who are you?" the young man asked. His Tamil was accented—the eastern dialect, melodic, with vowels that stretched longer than the western standard. "And how did you cross the Rift?"

Meera dismounted. She stood on Devloki soil for the first time. The earth beneath her feet was warm—genuinely warm, as if heated from within—and the air smelled of rain and flowers and the faint, electric ozone of active magic, and she thought: This is what it feels like. This is what I have been missing.

"My name is Meera," she said. "Daughter of Vikramsen, King of Suryabhoomi. And Devyani, Queen of—" She paused. She did not know her mother's title. She did not know her mother's rank. She knew almost nothing about the woman who had given her life and given her magic and given her the blood that had brought her here. "Devyani of Devlok."

The silence that followed was absolute. Seven faces registered the name—Devyani—and the reaction was not what Meera had expected. Not fear, not anger, not the hostility of people confronted by the daughter of a vanished queen from an enemy kingdom. It was something else. Something that looked, from where she stood, remarkably like hope.

The young man with the amber eyes stepped forward. "Devyani's daughter," he said, and his voice was no longer cautious. It was reverent. "We have been waiting for you."


  
    Chapter 4: The City of Light

    
    
  
  The city was called Tejaspuram—City of Radiance—and it was the most beautiful thing Meera had ever seen.

They had traveled for half a day through the forest, following a path that was less a road and more a suggestion—a line of luminescent stones embedded in the earth that glowed faintly blue, marking the way through the canopy like a constellation that had fallen to the ground and decided to be useful. The young man with the amber eyes—his name was Arjun, and he was, as it turned out, not merely a magic user but a Tejasvidya Acharya, a master practitioner, despite being only eighteen—led the way. His companions followed, their luminescent clothes flickering between the trees like fireflies, their silence the silence of people who are processing something enormous and have not yet decided what to say about it.

Vajra walked at the rear, his hand never far from his sword, his amber eyes scanning the forest with the systematic paranoia of a bodyguard who considers every shadow a potential assassination attempt. He had not spoken since the landing. The Vanara's silence was not hostility—it was processing. He was cataloguing everything: the terrain, the people, the exits, the threat level. By the time they reached the city, Meera suspected, he would have a complete tactical assessment and three contingency plans for their extraction.

Agni flew above the canopy, visible as a flash of copper between the leaves, keeping pace with the ground party. The Devloki had regarded the Garudavaahana with the same mixture of awe and recognition that they had shown Meera—these creatures had been known here, once, before the Sundering had divided the continent and turned allies into strangers.

The forest ended. The city began. And Meera stopped walking, because her legs had forgotten how.

Tejaspuram was built on the banks of a river—wide, slow, silver-green—and it spread across both banks in a lattice of streets and bridges and gardens that was so precisely organised it looked less like a city and more like a mandala, a geometric expression of order and beauty that someone had decided to inhabit. The buildings were made of a white stone that she did not recognise—it was not marble, not sandstone, not any mineral she had studied in Pundit Agnivesh's geology lessons—and it glowed. Not reflected light, not sunlight bouncing off polished surfaces, but an internal luminescence, warm and steady, as if the stone itself was alive and was producing light the way a firefly produces light: organically, naturally, without effort or fuel.

The towers were the most striking feature. They rose from the city like the fingers of a raised hand—slender, tapered, each one topped with a crystal that caught the sunlight and refracted it into spectrums of colour that arced across the sky. There were dozens of them, scattered across the cityscape, and the effect was breathtaking: a permanent, shifting rainbow canopy that turned the sky above Tejaspuram into a cathedral of light.

"This is not possible," Meera whispered.

"It is not only possible," Arjun said, and there was something in his voice—pride, certainly, but also something else, something warmer—"it is ordinary. This is what Tejasvidya can build when it is allowed to build, when it is nurtured instead of feared."

The streets were clean—not merely swept but actively clean, maintained by some process that Meera could not identify but suspected was magical. The buildings were in perfect repair. The gardens were abundant—flowers she recognised (jasmine, marigold, lotus) alongside flowers she did not, flowers with petals that shimmered with internal light, that changed colour as you looked at them, that smelled of things that should not have been combined (rain and cinnamon, midnight and honey) but that worked together in the nasal equivalent of a chord.

The people were the revelation. They were, in every physical respect, identical to the people of Suryabhoomi—the same dark skin, the same features, the same body types. They spoke the same language—Tamil, though the eastern dialect was softer, more musical, with elongated vowels and a cadence that made ordinary conversation sound like poetry. They wore similar clothes—saris and dhotis and kurtas—though the fabrics were finer, the colours more vivid, and every garment carried the faint luminescence of Tejasvidya-infused textile.

The difference was in their hands. Every person Meera saw—every man, woman, and child—had hands that glowed. Faintly, subtly, the way the buildings glowed, the way the streets glowed, the way everything in this city glowed: with the ambient, natural, unremarkable luminescence of a civilisation that had integrated magic into every aspect of daily life the way Suryabhoomi had integrated fire or water.

"Everyone can use Tejasvidya?" Meera asked, staring at a woman who was arranging flowers in a market stall, her fingers trailing light as she worked, the flowers responding to her touch by opening their petals wider, by intensifying their colours, by producing a fragrance so rich and layered that it hit Meera from ten feet away and made her eyes water.

"Everyone is born with it," Arjun said. "In varying degrees, of course—some are stronger, some are weaker—but the capacity is universal. It is like hearing, or sight. A sense. To not use it would be like choosing not to see."

"In Suryabhoomi, they say it is dangerous. That it corrupts. That the Sundering happened because the magic users lost control."

Arjun stopped walking. He turned to face her, and his amber eyes—which had been warm, curious, mildly flirtatious in the way that eighteen-year-old boys are mildly flirtatious with seventeen-year-old girls regardless of political context—went serious. "The Sundering happened because a tyrant named Mahishasura attempted to weaponise Tejasvidya for conquest. He was not a representative of Devlok. He was an aberration. The combined forces of both kingdoms—east and west—defeated him. The Rift was created in that battle, yes. But it was not created by Devloki magic alone. Your ancestors fought alongside ours. It was a joint tragedy, not an eastern crime."

"That is not what our history books say."

"Your history books are propaganda. Ours, I suspect, are also propaganda, though in the other direction. The truth is in between, as truth usually is."

They continued walking. The city deepened around them—more buildings, more towers, more people, more light. Meera noticed things: a school where children sat in a courtyard, their small hands glowing as a teacher guided them through basic Tejasvidya exercises, shaping light into simple forms—a flower, a bird, a star—with the clumsy enthusiasm of beginners. A hospital—or what she assumed was a hospital—where healers moved between patients, their hands pressed against wounds and injuries, the golden light of Tejasvidya flowing from their palms into the damaged tissue like water into parched earth. A forge where a smith worked metal not with hammer and heat but with his bare hands and magic, shaping a blade with his fingers as if the steel were clay, the metal glowing white-hot under his touch and cooling instantly when he withdrew.

Everything she had been told about Devlok was wrong. The savagery, the darkness, the danger—all wrong. This was not a kingdom of monsters. This was a civilisation of artists, healers, builders, teachers, craftspeople—ordinary people doing ordinary things with an extraordinary tool that her father's kingdom had spent forty years demonising because they did not understand it and could not control it.

"Why did you say you were waiting for me?" Meera asked, as they approached a building larger and more ornate than the others—a palace, she realised, though the word seemed inadequate for a structure that appeared to be made of solidified starlight.

Arjun hesitated. It was the first time she had seen him hesitate—he had been confident, articulate, sure of himself and his world since the moment they met—and the hesitation told her that whatever he was about to say was complicated, or difficult, or both.

"Your mother is here," he said. "Devyani. She has been here for fifteen years. And she has been waiting for you to come."

The ground shifted under Meera's feet. Not literally—the ground in Devlok was solid, magical, warm—but emotionally, structurally, in the tectonic plates of her identity that had been arranged around the absence of her mother for seventeen years and were now being asked to rearrange themselves around her presence.

"My mother is alive?"

"She is alive. She is... not well. But she is alive. And she will want to see you."

Meera stood in the street of a city she had never seen, in a kingdom she had been taught to fear, with a boy she had met that morning and a bodyguard who had not stopped scanning for threats since they landed, and she felt something crack inside her—not break, not shatter, but crack, like ice in the spring, like the surface of something that has been frozen for a long time and is beginning, at last, to thaw.

Her mother was alive. Her mother was here. Her mother was waiting.

Meera had crossed the Rift to find truth. She had not expected truth to include this—the one thing she had wanted more than answers, more than magic, more than the validation of her Devloki blood. She had wanted her mother. And her mother was here.

"Take me to her," she said. Her voice was steady. Her hands were not.

Arjun nodded. He led her through the gates of the palace—gates that opened without touch, responding to some magical recognition protocol that identified visitors and assessed their intent—and into a corridor of light and silence and the slow, steady heartbeat of a building that was alive in ways that buildings should not be.

Vajra followed, his hand on his sword, his eyes on everything, his loyalty absolute and his concern profound. He did not understand this world. He did not trust this world. But the Princess was walking forward, and where the Princess walked, he walked, and that was a truth older and more reliable than any magic.


  
    Chapter 5: The Mother in the Garden

    
    
  
  The palace of Tejaspuram had no name. The Devloki did not name their palaces the way the western kingdoms did—with grand titles and dynastic markers—because the palace was not considered the property of a ruler but the heart of a community, a living structure that belonged to everyone and to no one, that grew and changed with the city it served the way a banyan tree grows and changes with the earth it roots in.

Arjun led Meera through corridors that were wide, high-ceilinged, and luminous. The walls were the same white stone as the city buildings—warm to the touch, faintly glowing, alive in that uncanny way—and they were carved with scenes that Meera recognised from the stories she had read in the restricted archives: the Great Sundering, the fall of Mahishasura, the creation of the Rift. But these carvings told the story differently. In the western version, the sorcerers of Devlok were the villains—dark, twisted, power-mad. In these carvings, the battle was a tragedy shared by both sides, the Rift a wound inflicted on the world by the madness of one individual, the aftermath a grief that belonged to everyone.

"The throne room is ahead," Arjun said. "But your mother is not there. She prefers the garden."

"The garden?"

"She has been there for fifteen years. She tends it. She... it is easier if you see for yourself."

The garden was at the centre of the palace, an enclosed courtyard open to the sky, surrounded by the palace walls on all four sides. It was smaller than Meera had expected—perhaps fifty paces across—but it contained, within that modest space, more life than the entire Royal Gardens of Suryagarh. Trees she did not recognise grew beside trees she did—neem and banyan alongside species with silver bark and leaves that changed colour as the light shifted. Flowers bloomed in impossible profusion, their petals luminescent, their fragrances layered and complex. A small fountain stood at the centre, its water not falling but rising—defying gravity, spiraling upward in a slow, graceful helix before dispersing into mist at the top and collecting again at the base.

And in the garden, kneeling in the earth with her hands buried in the soil, was a woman.

She was thin. That was the first thing Meera noticed—the thinness, the way her body seemed to have been whittled down by years and illness and whatever had brought her here and kept her here for fifteen years. Her hair was grey—not the distinguished silver of age but the premature, depleted grey of someone whose body has spent its reserves. She wore a simple white sari, plain cotton, unadorned, stained with soil at the knees and hem. Her hands were in the earth, working with the slow, deliberate motions of a person for whom gardening is not a hobby but a form of prayer.

She looked up.

Meera had seen portraits of her mother. There was one in the restricted wing of Suryagarh, hidden behind a locked door that Meera had picked when she was thirteen—a formal portrait, oil on canvas, showing Queen Devyani at twenty-five: dark-haired, dark-eyed, regal, with a face that combined strength and gentleness in proportions that the painter had clearly found challenging to capture. The woman in the portrait was beautiful. The woman in the portrait was powerful. The woman in the portrait was not the woman kneeling in this garden.

This woman was broken. Not visibly—not in the way that broken objects display their damage—but internally, structurally, in the way that a building can look intact from the outside while its foundations have crumbled. It was in her eyes. Dark eyes, like Meera's—exactly like Meera's, the same shape, the same depth, the same quality of attention—but emptied of something that should have been there. Emptied of the certainty that the world makes sense, that actions have predictable consequences, that the future is a place worth traveling to.

"Amma?"

The word came out of Meera's mouth before she could stop it—not the formal address, not the respectful salutation, but the raw, unfiltered, childhood word that she had whispered into her pillow on a thousand nights, the word that had been waiting in her throat for fifteen years and had decided, without consulting her brain, that the waiting was over.

Devyani's hands stopped moving. The soil fell from her fingers. She looked at Meera—really looked, with the slow, disbelieving focus of a person who is seeing something they have dreamed about so many times that the line between dream and reality has dissolved—and her face went through a sequence of expressions so rapid and so complex that they blurred into each other: shock, recognition, joy, grief, terror, love, guilt, and something that had no name, something that existed beyond the vocabulary of human emotion, in the territory where mothers and children communicate in frequencies that language cannot reach.

"Meera," she said. Her voice was small. Not weak—Devyani's voice had the resonance of a woman who had once been powerful—but small, reduced, as if she was speaking through a keyhole in a door that had been locked for too long. "You look like your father."

"Everyone says I look like you."

"They are being kind. You have his jaw. His stubbornness."

"I have your magic."

The word—magic—landed between them like a lit match in a room full of paper. Devyani's eyes widened. Her hands, which had been hanging at her sides, came up to her chest in a gesture that was part surprise and part defence, as if the word had physical force.

"Who told you—"

"No one told me. I felt it. I have always felt it. I crossed the Rift using it."

"You crossed the Rift." Not a question. A statement of horrified admiration.

"This morning. On Agni. With Vajra."

Devyani's eyes moved past Meera to where Vajra stood at the garden entrance, his arms folded, his face unreadable. Something in her expression softened. "A Vanara bodyguard. Your father chose well."

"Pitaji did not choose him for me. He chose him for himself. Everything Pitaji has done for seventeen years has been for himself—to control the narrative, to keep the secret, to pretend that you never existed and that I am entirely his and entirely human and entirely safe."

The words were harder than she had intended. They came out with edges, the edges of seventeen years of silence and frustration and the particular rage of a child who has been lied to by the people she loves most. She saw them land—saw the flinch in Devyani's face, the way her mother's shoulders drew inward, as if absorbing a blow.

"He was trying to protect you," Devyani said softly.

"Protect me from what? From you? From this?" Meera gestured at the garden, at the palace, at the city beyond the walls. "From a civilisation that is more beautiful and more advanced than anything in his kingdom? From the truth?"

"From Mahishasura."

The name fell into the conversation like a stone into a well. The silence that followed was deep, echoing, and very cold.

"Mahishasura is dead," Meera said. "The Great Sundering destroyed him. That is what every book—eastern and western—agrees on."

"Mahishasura was defeated. He was not destroyed." Devyani stood. She was shorter than Meera had expected—shorter than the portrait suggested, shorter than the myth. She walked to the fountain and placed her hand in the rising water, letting it spiral around her fingers. The water glowed at her touch—a deep, warm gold—and for a moment Meera could see what her mother had been: a Tejasvidya practitioner of extraordinary power, a woman whose magic was so potent that even water responded to her presence.

"He sleeps," Devyani continued. "Beneath the Rift. In the deepest part of the chasm, where the earth is molten and the pressure is beyond human comprehension. The Rift was not created to separate east from west. It was created to contain him. A prison, not a border. And the prison is weakening."

"How do you know this?"

"Because I can feel it. Because every Tejasvidya practitioner in Devlok can feel it—the disturbance, the tremors, the wrongness rising from below. It has been growing for years. It is why I left Suryabhoomi. It is why I came back."

"You left because of—"

"I left because I had to. Because the signs were unmistakable. Because someone needed to be here, monitoring, preparing, and your father—your father refused to believe. He refused to accept that the threat was real. He chose to seal the Rift and pretend the problem did not exist, and I could not—" Her voice broke. Not dramatically, not with tears, but with the quiet fracture of a sentence that carries too much weight and collapses under it. "I could not stay and watch him build a wall around a prison and call it a border and tell our daughter that the world on the other side was made of monsters."

"So you left me."

"I left you with a father who loved you. I left you with the protection of a kingdom. I left you because I believed—I still believe—that the safest place for you was far from the Rift and far from what sleeps beneath it."

"And now I am here."

"And now you are here." Devyani looked at her daughter. The love in her eyes was visible—not as an expression but as a physical phenomenon, a luminescence that matched the glow in her hands, as if love and magic were the same thing in different frequencies. "And I am afraid."

"Because of Mahishasura?"

"Because of you. Because you crossed the Rift—which should have been impossible without training—which means your power is greater than I suspected, greater than anyone suspected. And Mahishasura feeds on power. He draws it. He calls it. The stronger the practitioner, the stronger the call."

"I did not hear any call."

"You heard it. You called it something else. You called it curiosity. You called it the desire to find the truth. You called it the pull toward Devlok. But underneath all those names, underneath all those rational explanations, there was a frequency—a vibration—and that vibration was him. Calling you. Drawing you east. Drawing you here."

The garden was silent. The fountain spiraled. The flowers bloomed. And Meera stood in her mother's garden and felt the ground shift beneath her feet—not literally, not yet, but in the way that ground shifts when you learn that the foundation you have been standing on is not solid but suspended over something vast and dark and patient.

"What are we supposed to do?" she asked.

Devyani reached out and took her daughter's hands. Her fingers were cold—the cold of depleted magic, of a body that has been giving more than it has—and Meera felt the Tejasvidya pulse between them, a circuit completed, a current restored, mother and daughter and the power that connected them humming like a wire in the wind.

"There is a prophecy," Devyani said. "Old. Older than the Sundering. Written by the Seer of Tejaspuram a thousand years ago. It speaks of a child born of two worlds—east and west, magic and mundane, light and dark—who will face Mahishasura when he rises. Who will either defeat him or be consumed by him."

"And you think I am that child."

"I know you are. I have known since the moment you were born and your first cry shattered every crystal in the palace."

Meera looked at her mother. At the garden. At the spiraling fountain and the luminescent flowers and the white-stone walls of a palace that was alive and ancient and humming with the same power that burned in her blood. She looked at her own hands, which were glowing—she had not noticed, but they were glowing, faintly, steadily, the golden warmth of active Tejasvidya visible beneath her skin for the first time in her life.

"Then teach me," she said. "Teach me to use it. Teach me to control it. Teach me to fight."

Devyani's cold hands tightened on hers. The glow between them intensified—gold, warm, alive—and for a moment the garden blazed with light, the flowers opening wider, the fountain rising higher, the stone walls resonating with a frequency that was too low to hear but too strong to ignore.

"I will teach you everything I know," Devyani said. "But you must understand: the training will be hard. The enemy is patient. And the prophecy says you will face him. It does not say you will win."

"Then I will have to make my own prophecy," Meera said, and she did not know where the words came from—not from courage, not from bravado, but from the place where the Tejasvidya lived, the place where power and purpose met, the place where a seventeen-year-old girl who had crossed a rift and found her mother and learned that she was the subject of a thousand-year-old prophecy decided, with the calm certainty of someone who has run out of alternatives, that she was going to fight.

Devyani smiled. It was the first smile Meera had seen on her mother's face—tired, worn, achingly beautiful—and it was the smile of a woman who had been afraid for fifteen years and had just been given the one thing that fear cannot survive: hope.


  
    Chapter 6: The Training

    
    
  
  The training began the next morning, in a clearing outside Tejaspuram where the forest thinned and the river widened into a shallow lake that reflected the sky with such fidelity it was difficult to tell where the water ended and the air began. Arjun was her instructor—Devyani was too weak for sustained magic use, the years of depletion having reduced her once-formidable Tejasvidya to a low, steady flame that was sufficient for gardening and conversation but not for combat training—and he approached the task with the systematic intensity of a young man who takes his responsibilities seriously and his student even more so.

"The first principle of Tejasvidya is awareness," he said. He stood at the edge of the lake, barefoot on the damp earth, his white kurta rolled to the elbows, his amber eyes steady. "You have been feeling the magic your entire life without knowing what it is. That is like hearing music without knowing that instruments exist. Today, you learn the instruments."

Meera stood opposite him, barefoot as well—he had insisted, something about grounding, about the connection between the body and the earth's Tejasvidya field, about the fact that shoes were essentially insulation against the planet's natural power grid. The mud between her toes was cool and soft and faintly electric, a low-grade tingling that she had always attributed to imagination and was now being told was the most natural sensation in the world.

"Close your eyes," Arjun said. "Find the warmth in your chest. The one you used to cross the Rift."

She closed her eyes. The warmth was there—it was always there, a furnace at her centre, steady and patient—but finding it deliberately was different from stumbling upon it in moments of desperation. It was like trying to see something that was too close to your face: you knew it was there, you could feel its heat, but the act of looking for it pushed it further away.

"Stop trying," Arjun said. "You are reaching for it. You do not reach for Tejasvidya. You open to it. It is not something you grab. It is something you allow."

The distinction was subtle but critical. She stopped reaching. She stopped trying. She stood in the mud with her eyes closed and her feet in the earth and she simply... allowed. Let go of the effort, the intention, the seventeen years of suppression that had taught her body to clench against the power instead of opening to it. And the warmth expanded. It rose from her chest into her shoulders, her arms, her fingertips. It descended into her hips, her legs, her toes. It filled her the way water fills a vessel—completely, naturally, without force.

"Open your eyes."

She opened them. Her hands were glowing. Not the faint, ambient glow she had noticed in the garden—this was brighter, more defined, a golden light that outlined her fingers and palms like the corona of an eclipse. She turned her hands over, staring at them, and the light moved with her, responsive, alive, obedient.

"Good," Arjun said. "Now shape it."

"Shape it how?"

"However you want. The light responds to intention. Think of a form—any form—and direct the energy into that shape."

She thought of a lotus. It was the first image that came to mind—the lotus from the fountain in her mother's garden, rising from the water, opening its petals to the light. She thought of it, and the golden energy in her hands responded. It flowed from her palms like honey, coalescing in the air between her outstretched fingers into a shape—rough at first, amorphous, like a child's first attempt at drawing—but then sharper, more defined, as her intention clarified and her control tightened. A lotus. A golden lotus, floating in the air, its petals distinct, its centre glowing with a warmth that she could feel on her face.

"Very good," Arjun said, and the genuine surprise in his voice told her that this was not, in fact, a typical first-day result. "Most beginners manage a sphere. Maybe a cube, if they are geometrically inclined. A lotus on the first attempt is... unusual."

"I have been suppressing this for seventeen years. Perhaps it has been building."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps you are simply that powerful." He paused. "Which is both encouraging and concerning."

"Why concerning?"

"Because power attracts attention. And the attention you do not want is from below."

Mahishasura. The name hung unspoken between them, a shadow in the bright morning, a bass note beneath the melody of the training.

The days that followed were the most intense of Meera's life. Arjun trained her from dawn to dusk—shaping exercises in the morning, when the Tejasvidya field was strongest and the light most responsive; combat forms in the afternoon, when the heat forced them into the shade and the training became more about precision and less about power; meditation in the evening, when the light faded and the magic dimmed and the challenge was to maintain the connection with the diminishing field.

She learned fast. Unnervingly fast, according to Arjun, who had spent six years in formal Tejasvidya training and had taken months to achieve what Meera was achieving in days. She could shape light into complex forms within a week—animals, weapons, architectural structures that hovered in the air with the stability of physical objects. She could project force—a concentrated beam of Tejasvidya energy that could shatter stone and bend metal—within two weeks. She could shield—creating a barrier of golden light around herself that absorbed and deflected physical and magical attacks—within three.

But the most startling development was the healing. On the fifteenth day of training, during a combat exercise in which Arjun had been pushing her to project and shield simultaneously—a technique that required splitting her attention and her power in two, which was the Tejasvidya equivalent of patting your head and rubbing your stomach while reciting poetry—she had lost control. The shield collapsed. Arjun's practice bolt—a low-power Tejasvidya projectile designed to sting, not injure—hit her in the shoulder. She stumbled. And without thinking, without intending, without any of the deliberate focus that Arjun had been teaching her, she placed her hand over the stinging shoulder and healed it.

The bruise—already forming, purple and angry beneath the skin—dissolved under her touch. The pain disappeared. The tissue repaired itself in seconds, as if the injury had been rewound, reversed, unmade. She felt the healing happen—a warmth flowing from her palm into the damaged tissue, reorganizing cells, restoring structures, returning the body to its state before the impact—and it was the most natural thing she had ever done. More natural than shaping. More natural than shielding. As if her magic had been designed for this, built for this, calibrated to this specific function.

"You are a healer," Arjun said. He was staring at her shoulder—or rather, at the place where the bruise had been—with an expression that combined scientific fascination with something closer to awe. "Not just a practitioner. A healer. That is... that is the rarest form of Tejasvidya. One in a thousand practitioners develops healing ability. You manifested it on day fifteen."

"Is that important?"

"It is more than important. It is diagnostic. The prophecy speaks of the Child of Two Worlds possessing the Healer's Gift—the ability to restore what has been broken, to mend what has been torn, to reconnect what has been severed. The Rift itself was a severing. If the prophecy is correct..."

He did not finish the sentence. He did not need to. The implication hung in the air like the golden lotus from her first lesson, beautiful and terrifying and impossible to ignore: if Meera could heal flesh, perhaps she could heal earth. Perhaps she could heal the Rift. Perhaps she could mend the wound that had divided the continent for forty years and kept her parents on opposite sides and created the conditions for Mahishasura's eventual return.

Or perhaps the healing would draw Mahishasura's attention like a signal fire in the dark, and the power that slept beneath the Rift would wake and rise and consume everything she was trying to save.

"Either way," Arjun said, reading her expression with the accuracy of someone who had spent fifteen days watching her face for signs of fatigue, frustration, and—she was increasingly aware—other things that had nothing to do with training, "you need to be stronger. Faster. Better. What we have done so far is foundation. Now we build."

He was right. The foundation was laid. The real work—the work of becoming someone who could face an ancient evil and survive—was just beginning.

And beneath the Rift, miles below the surface, in the darkness and the pressure and the molten rock, something stirred. Something that had been sleeping for forty years felt the vibration of new power—strong power, bright power, the power of a child born of two worlds—and began, with the slow, patient inevitability of a geological event, to wake.

Meanwhile, in Suryabhoomi, King Vikramsen read his daughter's letter and did what any father would do when confronted with the news that his only child had flown into the most dangerous place on the continent to find the wife who had left him fifteen years ago: he panicked.

The panic was royal, which meant it was expressed not through screaming or crying or the throwing of objects but through the convening of an emergency Council, the mobilisation of the Western Wing, and the issuance of a decree that made the crossing of the Rift a treasonable offence punishable by exile—which was, as Minister Chandragupta pointed out with his usual dry precision, somewhat redundant given that the act of crossing the Rift was itself a form of exile.

"We must bring her back," Vikramsen said. His voice was controlled. His hands were not. They gripped the arms of the throne with a force that was turning his knuckles white. "She does not know what she has walked into."

"With respect, Your Majesty," General Rudraveer said, "we cannot cross the Rift. No one can. The mist—"

"My daughter crossed it."

"Your daughter has... abilities that the rest of us do not possess."

The word abilities was chosen with the care of a man handling live explosives. Everyone in the room knew what Rudraveer meant. Everyone in the room had spent seventeen years not saying it. The Princess had magic. The Princess was half-Devloki. The Princess was, by the standards of Suryabhoomi's own laws, an anomaly that should not exist.

Vikramsen looked at his Council. Twelve old men, each one loyal, each one competent, none of them equipped to deal with a situation that involved ancient magic, continental rifts, and a teenage girl who had inherited her mother's power and her father's stubbornness.

"Send word to the Vanara chieftain," the King said. "And to the border commanders. No one else crosses the Rift. And prepare a delegation—a diplomatic delegation, not a military one. If my daughter is in Devlok, then Devlok will have to deal with me."

It was, as royal declarations go, a good one. Strong, decisive, measured. The Council approved. The orders were issued. The Wing was mobilised.

What none of them understood—what Vikramsen himself did not fully understand, though he suspected it in the way that fathers suspect things about their children that they cannot prove and cannot prevent—was that the events set in motion by Meera's crossing were not political. They were not diplomatic. They were cosmic. The Rift had been disturbed. The prison was weakening. And the thing that slept beneath it was closer to waking than it had been in forty years.

The game had changed. The players just did not know it yet.


  
    Chapter 7: The Riders of Devlok

    
    
  
  Carmen was seventeen and furious, which in Devlok was a dangerous combination, because fury in a Tejasvidya practitioner had a tendency to manifest physically—sparks flying from fingertips, objects vibrating on shelves, the ambient temperature of a room rising three degrees in the time it took to clench a fist.

She was furious because of the Anarchists.

They had arrived six weeks ago—a faction from the northern territories, led by a man who called himself Reeve and who wore his righteousness like armour. Reeve and his followers believed that Tejasvidya was a tool of oppression, that the ruling council of Tejaspuram used magic to maintain power over the non-magical populace (of which there were none, but this did not seem to bother Reeve's ideology, which, like most ideologies, was resistant to factual correction). They had marched into the city, occupied the council hall, and declared a new order: no more Riders, no more Sarpentii flights, no more military use of magic. Peace through disarmament. Freedom through submission.

The Sarpentii were the worst part. The great winged serpents—the pride of Devlok's aerial forces, creatures of ancient intelligence and devastating power—had been grounded. Literally grounded. Confined to their stables by Reeve's decree, their riders dismissed, their wings folded, their luminous eyes dulled by captivity and boredom. Carmen's serpent, Thea, was among them. Carmen had been bonded to Thea since she was twelve—the psychic link between Rider and Sarpentii was as intimate as any human relationship, a constant exchange of thought and emotion and sensation that made separation feel like amputation. For six weeks, she had been cut off from Thea, reduced to baking bread in the palace kitchens (Reeve had assigned her a civilian role, because what better way to neutralise a warrior than to hand them a rolling pin), and the separation was eating her alive.

She sat outside the stable, hugging her knees. Her Rider's boots—forbidden by decree but worn anyway, hidden under her long baker's skirt, a small act of defiance that kept her sane—were scuffed and worn but still carried the scaly texture of Sarpentii hide, still held the shape of stirrups and flight straps, still smelled of wind and altitude and the electric ozone of Thea's breath. She ran her fingers over the scales and closed her eyes and imagined herself in the sky, Thea's massive body beneath her, the wind in her face, the world spread below like a map of possibility.

A sound from above. Wings.

Carmen's eyes flew open. She scanned the night sky—cloudy, the moon barely visible, the stars hidden—and heard it again. The unmistakable, rhythmic flapping of Sarpentii wings. Not the heavy, powerful strokes of a serpent in flight—these were softer, more cautious, the wingbeats of a creature trying to fly quietly, which was roughly as effective as a temple elephant trying to tiptoe.

Carmen.

The whisper entered her mind like water entering a crack in stone—gentle, insistent, undeniable. Not a sound heard through ears but a thought received through the bond, the psychic link that six weeks of separation had weakened but not broken.

Thea?

She was on her feet. Her heart was hammering. The stable was dark—she peered through the doorway, letting her eyes adjust. Empty. The stalls were empty. The musky, electric smell of the Sarpentii lingered, but the creatures were gone.

Young Rider. We are above.

Carmen looked up. The stable had a rooftop opening—designed for aerial launch and landing—and through it she could see nothing but cloud. But the bond pulsed with Thea's presence—close, real, alive—and tears came to her eyes without permission, the involuntary response of a body that had been separated from its other half for too long and was now being told that the separation was over.

How?* she thought. *Reeve's guards—the chains—

The chains are broken. The guards are sleeping. Your brother's friend, the one called Khare—he unlocked the stable. We are free. All of us.

Vikram. Carmen's older brother. He had disappeared three weeks ago, along with Khare, his closest friend—vanished in the night without explanation, without goodbye, without any indication of where they had gone or why. The household had been frantic. Carmen's mother had wept. Reeve had posted notices declaring them deserters. And now, it seemed, they had been planning this—a coordinated liberation of the Sarpentii, timed for the night when Reeve's guard rotation was thinnest and the cloud cover was thickest.

Come up,* Thea said. *We fly tonight.

Carmen did not hesitate. She grabbed the flight harness from its hook on the wall—Reeve's people had confiscated the formal equipment but had missed this one, an old training harness that Carmen had hidden in the feed store—and climbed. The stable's interior scaffolding was designed for Rider access, a series of platforms and ladders that spiraled up to the rooftop opening, and she ascended with the speed and sureness of someone who had been climbing these scaffolds since childhood, her baker's skirt hiked above her knees, her forbidden boots finding purchase on rungs that her feet knew from memory.

She emerged onto the roof. The wind hit her face—cold, clean, carrying the moisture of the clouds and the electric charge of an approaching storm—and there, hovering above the stable with wings spread and eyes blazing with the amber luminescence that was the Sarpentii's signature, was Thea.

She was enormous. Carmen had forgotten—or had forced herself to forget, because remembering the scale and majesty of her serpent while confined to a bakery would have destroyed her—how enormous Thea was. Forty feet from snout to tail, her body covered in scales that shimmered between sapphire and emerald, her wings translucent membranes stretched over bone struts as delicate as calligraphy, her eyes—four of them, two large and two small, arranged in a diamond pattern on her wedge-shaped head—burning with intelligence and fury and a joy so fierce it was indistinguishable from grief.

I have missed you, Carmen thought, and the thought was inadequate—a teaspoon measuring an ocean—but it was all she had.

And I you, young one. Now climb on. We have work to do.

Carmen swung onto Thea's neck—the scales warm and smooth under her thighs, the muscles bunching and releasing as the serpent adjusted her hover—and strapped in. The harness clicked. The bond flared—a surge of shared consciousness, shared sensation, shared purpose that hit Carmen like a wave and left her gasping, not from pain but from the overwhelming relief of reunion, of wholeness, of being complete again after six weeks of being half.

They launched into the clouds. The night swallowed them. Below, Tejaspuram slept—Reeve's guards patrolled the streets, the council hall was occupied, the Anarchists' flags hung from the towers—but above, in the dark and the wind and the freedom of the sky, the Riders were rising. Carmen could feel them through Thea's extended awareness: twelve Sarpentii, twelve Riders, all airborne, all free, all furious, streaking through the clouds in formation toward a rendezvous point that Vikram and Khare had established in the mountains to the north.

The resistance had begun.

Meera learned about the Anarchists on her twenty-first day in Devlok. She was in the middle of an advanced shaping exercise—constructing a Tejasvidya representation of the Rift's geological cross-section, a three-dimensional model that required her to hold seventeen separate light-forms in simultaneous suspension—when Arjun arrived at the training clearing with an expression that she had come to recognise as his bearer-of-bad-news face: jaw tight, eyes guarded, the amber warmth dimmed by concern.

"The northern provinces have fallen to the Anarchists," he said. "Reeve's forces control Tejaspuram's council hall. The Sarpentii have been grounded. The Riders have been dismissed."

Meera let the model dissolve. Seventeen forms of light scattered into the air like startled birds. "Anarchists?"

Arjun explained. The Anarchists were a movement—political, philosophical, militantly anti-establishment—that believed the ruling council of Devlok had become corrupt, that Tejasvidya was being used to maintain power rather than serve the people, and that the solution was radical decentralisation: dismantle the council, ground the military, redistribute magic. Their leader, Reeve, was charismatic, intelligent, and absolutely convinced that his cause was just, which made him the most dangerous kind of revolutionary—the kind who believes his own propaganda.

"And the Sarpentii?"

"Confined. Chained. Reeve considers them weapons of oppression."

"They are sentient beings."

"Reeve does not acknowledge sentience in non-human species. It is philosophically inconvenient for his position."

Meera absorbed this. The picture of Devlok that she had been building—a civilisation of light and learning and advanced magic—was more complicated than she had assumed. There were fractures here, tensions, the same kinds of power struggles and ideological conflicts that plagued Suryabhoomi, just expressed through different language and different tools. Utopia was a myth. Even a city made of light could contain darkness.

"What does this mean for us?" she asked. "For the training? For the prophecy?"

Arjun's expression shifted. The concern was still there, but underneath it was something harder, more strategic. "It means we are running out of time. If Reeve's faction controls the military, they will not support any action against Mahishasura. They do not believe the threat is real. They consider the prophecy superstition. And without the Sarpentii, without the Riders, without a unified Devlok—"

"We cannot fight what is coming."

"Correct."

Meera looked east, toward Tejaspuram, toward the towers she had seen on her first day—the towers that now flew Anarchist flags instead of the council's standards. She thought about her father, who had tried to solve the Rift problem by pretending it did not exist. She thought about Reeve, who was trying to solve Devlok's problems by pretending that the outside world—including the thing sleeping beneath the Rift—did not exist. Two men on opposite sides of a chasm, both building walls, both refusing to look down.

"Then we go to Tejaspuram," she said. "We talk to Reeve. We make him understand."

"Reeve does not listen to outsiders. Especially not to the half-Suryabhoomi daughter of the man who sealed the Rift."

"Then we do not talk. We act. Where are the Riders?"

Arjun smiled. It was a small smile, tight and fierce, the smile of a young man who had been waiting for someone to say exactly this. "There is a resistance forming in the northern mountains. Carmen—one of the Riders, the youngest—escaped with the Sarpentii three nights ago. They are regrouping."

"Take me to them."

"That would mean leaving your mother. Leaving the training."

"The training is useless if there is no one left to fight alongside. My mother will understand. She sent me here to face what is coming, not to hide from what is already here."

Arjun studied her. The amber eyes took in everything—the set of her jaw (her father's jaw, Devyani had said), the glow in her hands (her mother's gift), the determination that was not bravado but the quiet, structural certainty of a person who has identified the correct course of action and is going to follow it regardless of the cost.

"You are very much your mother's daughter," he said.

"I am both their daughter. That is the point."

They left for the mountains that afternoon. Vajra, naturally, came with them—the Vanara had spent twenty-one days in Devlok maintaining a state of vigilant discomfort that would have exhausted a lesser being, and the prospect of actual danger was, paradoxically, a relief. At least in the mountains, the threat would be tangible. At least in the mountains, he could use his sword.

Agni carried them north, the great Garudavaahana's copper wings catching the thermals that rose from the heated earth, climbing above the forest canopy into the clear, cold air of altitude. Behind them, Tejaspuram shrank to a point of light on the green landscape, its towers still glowing, its flags still flying, its politics still churning in the endless, exhausting cycle that is the human condition regardless of which side of a rift you happen to be on.

Ahead, the mountains waited. And in the mountains, the Riders waited. And beneath the Rift, in the darkness that was less dark than it had been forty years ago, Mahishasura waited too.

Everyone was waiting. The only question was who would move first.


  
    Chapter 8: The Mountain Resistance

    
    
  
  The Riders had made their camp in a valley so high and so hidden that it might as well have been on a different planet. The approach was through a pass that cut between two peaks like a knife wound in stone—narrow, steep, treacherous, buffeted by winds that howled through the gap with the casual violence of a natural force that does not know or care that it is terrifying. Agni navigated it with the calm competence of a creature designed for aerial combat, his copper wings adjusting constantly, his amber eyes reading the turbulence the way a musician reads a score, finding the rhythm in the chaos and riding it.

The valley opened below them like a cupped hand. Green—impossibly, aggressively green, fed by snowmelt from the peaks and warmed by geothermal vents that sent tendrils of steam rising through the grass like the breath of the earth itself. A river cut through the centre, silver and fast, and along its banks, arranged in a rough semicircle, were the tents of the resistance.

There were perhaps fifty people. Twelve Riders and their Sarpentii—the great winged serpents coiled in a clearing at the southern end of the valley, their scaled bodies gleaming in the mountain light, their eyes tracking Agni's descent with the measured curiosity of predators assessing a newcomer. The remaining thirty-odd were support: healers, smiths, scouts, strategists, and a handful of civilians who had fled Tejaspuram when Reeve's forces had begun arresting anyone who voiced opposition to the new order.

Carmen met them at the landing zone. She was shorter than Meera had expected—compact, dark-haired, with the wiry build of someone who spent more time in the air than on the ground and whose muscles had developed accordingly. Her eyes were sharp, assessing, and they moved over Meera and Vajra and Agni with the rapid, systematic evaluation of a soldier cataloguing threats and assets.

"A Garudavaahana," Carmen said, and her voice carried the tone of someone identifying a species from a textbook—interested but wary. "I have read about them. I did not think any still existed."

"They exist in Suryabhoomi," Meera said, dismounting. "This is Agni."

"And you are Devyani's daughter. The one from the west." Carmen's eyes narrowed. "Arjun sent word. He said you could help us."

"I intend to."

"Can you fight?"

"I am learning."

"Learning is not fighting. Learning is what happens before the fighting starts. What happens during the fighting is different—faster, uglier, less controlled. Can you hold a shield under pressure? Can you project while dodging? Can you heal in the middle of chaos?"

"I healed a training bruise two weeks ago."

Carmen's expression did not change, but something behind her eyes shifted—a recalculation, an upgrade of Meera's threat assessment from unknown quantity to potentially useful. "A healer. Arjun mentioned this. Come. My brother will want to meet you."

Vikram was twenty, tall, with Carmen's sharp eyes but a broader frame and a quieter manner. Where Carmen was all edges and directness, Vikram was deliberate, measured, the kind of person who thinks three moves ahead and speaks only after the thinking is done. He was sitting at a makeshift table—planks of wood laid across two stones—studying a map of Tejaspuram that had been annotated in multiple colours of ink, each colour representing a different element of Reeve's defensive infrastructure.

"So you are the prophecy child," Vikram said, looking up. His tone was neutral, which was worse than sceptical—it meant he had suspended judgment, which meant the judgment, when it came, would be based entirely on evidence rather than hope.

"I am Meera. The prophecy is something I did not ask for and do not fully understand."

"That is the most honest thing anyone has said about the prophecy in a thousand years." He gestured to the map. "Sit. We have a problem that prophecy alone cannot solve."

The problem was Reeve. More specifically, the problem was that Reeve was not merely a political insurgent—he was a Tejasvidya master of considerable power, surrounded by followers who were themselves skilled practitioners, and he had spent six weeks fortifying Tejaspuram with magical defences that made a direct assault suicidal. The city's towers—which had been designed as Tejasvidya amplifiers, channelling and distributing magical energy across the urban grid—had been repurposed as weapons. Reeve's people had reconfigured them to project a defensive shield around the city, a dome of concentrated energy that nothing short of an army could penetrate.

"We have twelve Riders and their Sarpentii," Vikram said. "That is enough for aerial superiority but not enough for a siege. Reeve has three hundred followers inside the city, many of them trained combatants. The civilian population is not hostile to us, but they are not going to rise up either—Reeve has been distributing food and maintaining order, and most people prefer stable tyranny to chaotic freedom."

"What about the council?" Meera asked. "The legitimate government?"

"Scattered. Some fled. Some were arrested. The council leader, Elder Prabhakaran, is being held in the tower. Reeve is using him as a hostage to prevent external intervention."

Meera studied the map. She was not a military strategist—she was a seventeen-year-old princess whose primary skills were flying, reading banned books, and performing increasingly advanced magic that she had been learning for three weeks—but she could see the shape of the problem, the way you can see the shape of a puzzle even when you do not have all the pieces.

"The shield," she said. "It is powered by the towers?"

"By all twelve towers, yes. They are networked—each one feeds energy to the dome. Take out one tower and the shield weakens but holds. Take out three and it becomes unstable. Take out six and it collapses."

"Can we take out six towers without entering the city?"

"Not with Sarpentii. The shield deflects aerial attacks. The serpents cannot get close enough."

"What about from below?"

Vikram looked at her. The neutral expression shifted—not to hope, not yet, but to interest. "Below?"

"The city has a water system. I saw it when we arrived—the river runs through the city, underneath the streets. If the tower foundations connect to the underground network, someone could reach them from below, through the water channels."

"That would require swimming through several hundred metres of underground tunnel in complete darkness, navigating a system that has not been mapped in decades, finding the tower foundations, and disrupting them—all without being detected by Reeve's guards."

"Yes."

"You are volunteering for this?"

"I am a healer. Arjun says that means I can sense Tejasvidya structures—feel the energy in the towers, find the foundations by following the power. And I can hold my breath for a long time. My Vanara bodyguard can hold his for longer."

Vajra, who had been standing behind Meera with his arms folded and his expression suggesting that he would rather be anywhere else in the world, including the bottom of the Rift, said: "I can hold my breath for nine minutes. If the tunnels are wider than my shoulders, I can navigate them."

Carmen, who had been listening from the tent entrance, said: "I can coordinate the aerial assault. Once the shield weakens, the Sarpentii can breach. We hit the remaining towers from the air, the shield collapses, and we retake the council hall before Reeve can regroup."

"And if Reeve kills the hostage?" Vikram asked.

"He will not," Meera said. "Reeve is not a killer. He is an ideologue. Ideologues need their enemies alive—dead enemies are martyrs, and martyrs are more dangerous than prisoners."

Vikram studied her for a long moment. The assessment was complete. The judgment, when it came, was delivered in two words: "We move tonight."

The planning took hours. Every detail was argued, refined, discarded, and rebuilt. Carmen coordinated with the Riders—twelve serpents, twelve pilots, positioned in a wide arc around the city at the maximum range of the shield, ready to strike the moment the first tower fell. Vikram organised the ground team—a dozen fighters who would enter through the northern gate once the shield collapsed, securing the council hall and freeing Elder Prabhakaran. Meera and Vajra would go below—through the river, into the tunnels, under the city, to the tower foundations.

Arjun would guide them. He knew the tunnel system—he had explored it as a boy, mapping the channels with the obsessive thoroughness of a child who considers hidden passages the greatest adventure the world has to offer. His maps were old but accurate, and he had marked the locations where the tower foundations intersected the water system with the same amber ink he used for everything, as if even his handwriting could not help glowing.

"There is one more thing," Arjun said, as they reviewed the tunnel maps by lamplight. The camp was quiet—the Riders sleeping, the Sarpentii coiled, the mountain wind carrying the conversation into the vastness of the valley. "The towers are not just amplifiers. They are anchors. The Tejasvidya network they create is connected to the Rift."

"Connected how?"

"The towers were built a thousand years ago—at the same time the Rift was created—as part of the containment system. They channel energy from Devlok into the Rift's walls, reinforcing the prison. If Reeve's people have been reconfiguring them for defence, they may have inadvertently weakened the containment."

The implication was clear. By repurposing the towers, Reeve had not just created a political crisis—he had created an existential one. The prison that held Mahishasura was losing power. The thing beneath the Rift was waking faster because the towers that kept it asleep had been turned to other purposes.

"Then we do not just retake the towers," Meera said. "We restore them. Full containment. Original configuration."

"That would require someone who can interface with the original Tejasvidya protocols—the ones embedded in the tower foundations a thousand years ago. Someone with enough power to activate them."

"Someone like me."

"Someone exactly like you."

The night deepened around them. The mountain air was cold, sharp, carrying the mineral tang of snow and the electric charge of altitude. Somewhere in the camp, a Sarpentii shifted in its sleep, the sound of scales against stone a slow, rhythmic whisper that was oddly comforting—the sound of power at rest, of strength conserved, of creatures that were designed for war waiting patiently for the moment when war became necessary.

Meera did not sleep. She sat at the edge of the camp, looking south toward Tejaspuram, which was visible from the mountain as a point of light on the dark landscape—a light that should have been warm and welcoming but was, tonight, the light of a city held hostage by a man who believed he was saving it.

I came here to find my mother,* she thought. *I found my mother. I also found a revolution, a prophecy, an ancient evil, and a tunnel system that I am going to swim through in six hours.

She laughed. The sound was small and slightly hysterical, which was appropriate for the circumstances. Vajra, sitting beside her with the patience of a statue and the alertness of a coiled spring, glanced at her.

"Are you well, Rajkumari?"

"I am swimming through tunnels to dismantle towers to stop an ancient evil from waking up. I am the subject of a thousand-year-old prophecy. My mother grows flowers in a palace garden and my father is probably mobilising an army to come get me. I have been in Devlok for three weeks and I have not had a single boring day."

Vajra considered this. "Boring is underrated," he said.

It was, possibly, the funniest thing the Vanara had ever said. Meera laughed again—a real laugh this time, full and warm and alive—and the sound carried across the camp and the valley and the mountains, and somewhere in the darkness, a Sarpentii raised its head and blinked its luminous eyes, and the night was, for a moment, less dark.


  
    Chapter 9: The Tunnels Beneath

    
    
  
  They entered the water at midnight.

The river that fed Tejaspuram's underground system emerged from a limestone cliff three kilometres north of the city walls—a dark mouth in pale rock, framed by ferns that trembled in the updraft from below, their fronds wet with spray that caught the moonlight and scattered it like silver dust. The water was cold. Not the bracing cold of a mountain stream—the bone-deep, mineral cold of water that has been underground for centuries, that has passed through rock and darkness and the compressed silence of the earth's interior, and has emerged changed, stripped of warmth, carrying the temperature of the world's foundations.

Meera lowered herself into the current. The water closed over her thighs, her waist, her ribs. She gasped—not from fear but from the shock of the cold, which hit her body like a wall and kept hitting, wave after wave of sensation that her Tejasvidya struggled to counter. She could warm herself—she had learned that in the second week of training, a technique Arjun called Agni Kavacham, the fire shield, a thin layer of thermal energy that insulated the body against cold—but maintaining it while swimming, navigating, and sensing the tower foundations would split her concentration three ways, and concentration, in the tunnels, was the difference between success and drowning.

Vajra entered the water behind her. The Vanara was silent—he had been silent since they left the camp, which was his way of preparing for operational conditions, the warrior's equivalent of a musician warming up, except that instead of scales and arpeggios, Vajra was running through contingencies, threat assessments, and escape routes in the vast, methodical filing cabinet of his military mind. His fur darkened in the water, slicking flat against his body, transforming him from a seven-foot tree-climbing primate into something sleeker, more hydrodynamic, more dangerous.

Arjun stood on the bank. He was not coming with them—his role was coordination, maintaining psychic contact with the Riders through a Tejasvidya communication network that he had spent the afternoon establishing, a web of linked consciousness that allowed the aerial and ground teams to operate in synchrony. He looked at Meera with an expression that contained more information than any verbal communication could convey: concern, confidence, something personal that neither of them had named and that the current situation made naming impossible.

"The first junction is two hundred metres in," he said. "Left fork. The right fork leads to the old cistern—it is a dead end. After the junction, the tunnel widens. You will be able to stand. The first tower foundation is four hundred metres from the junction, on the left wall. You will feel it before you see it—the Tejasvidya signature is strong, even dormant."

"How many foundations do I need to reach?"

"Six. You disable six, the shield collapses. I have marked them on the map." He handed her a waterproofed parchment—sealed in waxed cloth, the ink glowing faintly with preserved Tejasvidya light, the markings precise and annotated. "The tunnel system branches. Follow the main channel—the one with the strongest current—and you will pass all six foundations in sequence. Total distance: approximately two kilometres."

"Two kilometres. Underground. In the dark."

"You will have light." He touched her hands. The gesture was brief, professional, and entirely inadequate for what he was actually communicating. "Your own light. You are a Tejasvidya practitioner. The darkness is not your enemy."

Meera nodded. She folded the map into the waterproof pouch at her belt, alongside the tools Arjun had given her for the disruption—small crystal rods, each one attuned to the specific frequency of a tower's Tejasvidya output, designed to be inserted into the foundation structure and rotated, creating a resonance mismatch that would cause the tower to shut down. Simple in theory. The kind of simple that becomes very complicated when you are wet, cold, underground, and working against a clock.

"The Riders will move when the third tower falls," Arjun said. "That gives you approximately twenty minutes from the first disruption to the third before the aerial assault begins. After that, Reeve will know something is wrong. His response time is fast—ten minutes, maybe less. You need to reach all six foundations before he can reconfigure the remaining towers to compensate."

"Thirty minutes. Six towers. Two kilometres."

"Can you do it?"

Meera looked at the dark mouth of the tunnel. The water flowed into it with the calm, inexorable force of a river that has been following this path since before human beings existed and will continue following it long after they are gone. The ferns trembled. The spray was cold on her face.

"I can do it," she said, and stepped into the darkness.

The tunnel swallowed them. The moonlight lasted for perhaps thirty metres—a diminishing silver thread that thinned and faded and was gone, replaced by a darkness so complete it had texture, weight, the quality of a physical substance pressing against her open eyes. She activated her Tejasvidya—the golden light blooming from her hands like sunrise in a bottle—and the tunnel materialised around her: stone walls, curved ceiling, the water chest-deep and moving steadily, carrying her forward with a current that was helpful but insistent, like an escort that was friendly but would not take no for an answer.

The sound was enormous. In the open air, a river is a river—a pleasant, ambient soundtrack to whatever else is happening. Underground, a river is an orchestra. The water's voice was amplified by the stone, reflected and re-reflected until it became a constant, all-encompassing roar that was less sound than environment, less noise than atmosphere. It filled her ears, her chest, the spaces between her thoughts. Communication was impossible except through the psychic link, which Arjun had established between her and Vajra before they entered—a thin, fragile thread of shared consciousness that allowed thoughts to pass between them without words.

Left fork ahead, Vajra thought. His mental voice was the same as his physical voice—low, calm, steady, the voice of a professional who considers panic an amateur's indulgence.

I see it. The junction appeared in her golden light—two openings in the rock, the left larger, the current stronger, the water flowing with the directed purpose of a channel that has been carved, not eroded. Human engineering. Ancient engineering. The tunnel system was not natural—it had been built, a thousand years ago, by the same Tejasvidya practitioners who had built the towers and created the containment system for Mahishasura. The precision of the stonework was visible even in the golden light: perfect curves, smooth surfaces, joints so tight that a thousand years of water pressure had not widened them.

They took the left fork. The tunnel widened, as Arjun had promised—the ceiling rose, the walls retreated, and the water level dropped to waist-deep, allowing them to wade rather than swim. Meera's light pushed ahead, illuminating the passage in warm gold, and the stone responded—faintly, distantly, as if the Tejasvidya embedded in the ancient construction recognised the Tejasvidya in her blood and was answering, the way one candle answers another across a dark room.

The first foundation.

She felt it before she saw it—a pulse in the stone, a concentration of energy that stood out from the ambient Tejasvidya of the tunnel walls like a heartbeat stands out from silence. The foundation was built into the left wall of the tunnel: a column of white stone, two metres wide, embedded in the rock from floor to ceiling, carved with symbols that glowed when her light touched them—ancient Tamil script, the same Sangam-era language she had seen in the restricted archives of Suryagarh, but here it was alive, active, each character a node in a network of power that stretched upward through the rock to the tower above and outward through the earth to the Rift beyond.

She placed her hand on the stone. The Tejasvidya surged—a rush of energy that flowed from the foundation into her palm and up her arm and into her chest, not hostile but overwhelming, like putting your hand into a firehose and feeling the full force of the water before you can turn the tap. She saw the network. Not with her eyes—with her Tejasvidya sense, the awareness that existed beyond the physical, in the frequency where magic operated. The twelve towers were connected by threads of energy that ran through the earth like roots of a tree, and each thread led to the Rift, and each thread carried power from the towers to the containment walls, and the containment walls held something in place that was vast and dark and very, very angry.

She could feel Mahishasura. Not as a presence—not yet—but as an absence. A void in the network, a place where the containment energy was being absorbed, consumed, devoured by something that was feeding on the power that was supposed to keep it imprisoned. The towers were weakening. Reeve's reconfiguration had diverted energy from containment to defence, and the containment was failing, and the thing in the void was growing stronger, feeding on the very power that was meant to suppress it.

This is worse than they know,* she thought. *This is much worse.

She took the crystal rod from her pouch. It was warm—attuned to this tower's specific frequency, vibrating in her hand with a sympathetic resonance that guided it toward the insertion point. She found the slot—a narrow channel in the foundation stone, carved for exactly this purpose, a maintenance port built by engineers who had understood that containment systems require upkeep and had designed accordingly. She inserted the rod. She rotated it ninety degrees.

The tower's defensive output died. She felt it go—a sudden absence of energy in the shield network, a gap in the dome above the city, a weakness. The containment output, however, continued—the crystal rod had disrupted only the defence, leaving the original containment function intact. Arjun's engineering was precise. The rods were designed to separate the two functions, shutting down Reeve's repurposed defence while preserving the ancient containment.

One down. Five to go.

She moved. The tunnel stretched ahead—dark, wet, ancient, resonant with the humming of a power system that had been operating for a millennium. Vajra moved beside her, his amber eyes reflecting her golden light, his silence the silence of a warrior who is in his element, who has found the territory where his skills are not merely useful but essential.

The second foundation was three hundred metres further. She found it by feel—the pulse in the stone, the concentration of energy—and disrupted it in forty seconds. The third was around a bend, where the tunnel dropped and the water rose to chest-deep again, and she had to work with her arms above her head, the crystal rod slippery in her wet fingers, the insertion point harder to find in the dim, reflected light.

Three down, she thought to Vajra.

The Riders will be moving,* he replied. *Arjun's signal.

Above them—through metres of rock and earth and the foundations of a city—the sky erupted. Carmen and the twelve Sarpentii launched their assault on the weakened shield, the great serpents diving from the clouds with the coordinated precision of a military formation that has practiced this manoeuvre a hundred times in simulation and is now performing it for real. The shield, weakened by the loss of three towers, flickered—a visible ripple in the dome of energy above Tejaspuram, like a soap bubble touched by a finger. The serpents hit the weak point. The shield bent. It held—barely, the remaining nine towers straining to compensate—but it bent, and the bending was visible from the ground, and Reeve's people looked up and understood that something was happening that their leader had not anticipated.

Meera swam. The fourth foundation was the hardest to reach—the tunnel narrowed to a crawl space, the water nearly to the ceiling, and she had to pull herself through on her elbows, the stone scraping her arms, the cold water lapping at her chin, the golden light from her hands illuminating a space so tight that claustrophobia was not a psychological condition but a rational response to objective reality. Vajra could not fit. He waited at the narrow point, his body blocking the tunnel behind her, his mental voice a steady presence in her mind: You are doing well. Thirty seconds more. I am here.

She found the fourth foundation. Inserted the rod. Rotated. Four down.

The tunnel opened again. She hauled herself out of the crawl space, gasping, her arms bleeding from the stone scrapes, and healed them—automatic now, instinctive, the Tejasvidya flowing from her palms into the damaged skin without conscious direction, the tissue knitting, the blood stopping, the pain fading. She was learning that her body could operate her healing magic independently of her conscious mind, the way the heart beats without being told to, the way the lungs breathe without instruction.

The fifth foundation. Six hundred metres from the fourth, a straight run through a wide tunnel with good visibility and waist-deep water. She disrupted it in twenty seconds. She was getting faster. The technique was refining itself with each repetition—the feel of the crystal rod, the location of the insertion point, the precise angle of rotation. Practice. Even in extraordinary circumstances, excellence was a function of practice.

One more.

The sixth foundation was at the southern edge of the tunnel system, where the water channel curved beneath the main plaza of Tejaspuram—the open square in front of the council hall where Reeve had established his headquarters. It was also the most heavily reinforced foundation, the anchor point of the entire network, the keystone that held the shield together. The symbols carved into its surface were denser, more complex, glowing with a brighter, more urgent light. The energy output was tremendous—she could feel it from fifty metres away, a pulse that made her teeth vibrate and her vision blur.

She placed her hand on the stone. The surge was ten times what she had felt at the first foundation—a torrent of energy that slammed into her palm and raced up her arm and flooded her body with power that was not hers, power that belonged to the network, to the towers, to the ancient system that had been holding the world together for a thousand years. She saw everything: the twelve towers, the shield, the containment walls, the Rift, and—far below, in the deepest darkness—the thing that slept.

Mahishasura.

She saw it. Not clearly—not as a form or a figure—but as a presence, a weight, a gravitational force in the Tejasvidya field that bent everything around it the way a massive object bends space. It was enormous. Not physically—the containment chamber was no larger than a house—but in power, in will, in the sheer, concentrated malevolence of a being that had been imprisoned for a millennium and had spent every second of that millennium planning its escape.

It felt her looking. She felt it feel her. A moment of mutual recognition—two consciousnesses touching across distance and darkness—and then a voice, not heard but felt, vibrating in her bones like a bell struck in an empty cathedral:

Child. You have come.

She withdrew. She pulled her hand from the stone. She inserted the crystal rod. She rotated.

The sixth tower fell. The shield collapsed. And above, in the sky over Tejaspuram, the Sarpentii screamed their war cry and dove.


  
    Chapter 10: The Battle of Tejaspuram

    
    
  
  The shield collapsed like a cathedral ceiling falling in slow motion—the dome of energy that had protected the city for six weeks dissolving from the top down, its golden surface fragmenting into shards of light that tumbled through the air and vanished before they touched the ground. The sound it made was not a crash but a sigh—an enormous, exhausted exhalation, as if the shield itself was relieved to stop existing.

Carmen was the first through the gap.

Thea dove—a nearly vertical descent that would have killed an ordinary rider but that Carmen, strapped to her Sarpentii's neck with the harness she had hidden and the bond she had never lost, rode with the grim, focused exhilaration of someone who has been grounded for six weeks and has just been given permission to fly. The wind screamed. The city rushed toward them—towers, streets, the council hall with its Anarchist flags snapping in the downdraft of twelve Sarpentii diving from six thousand feet. Carmen's eyes watered. Her heart hammered. Thea's scales were hot beneath her thighs—the serpent's internal fire stoked by combat readiness, by the fury of imprisonment, by the savage joy of being airborne and free and pointed at the people who had tried to chain her.

The other Riders followed. Twelve serpents, twelve pilots, hitting Tejaspuram from twelve angles simultaneously, a coordinated strike designed to overwhelm Reeve's ground defences before they could reorganise. The serpents' breath weapons—concentrated beams of Tejasvidya energy, projected from the luminous glands in their throats—swept the tower tops, disabling the few defensive emplacements that Reeve's people had managed to erect. Crystal shattered. Stone cracked. The Anarchist flags burned.

On the ground, Vikram's team was moving. Twelve fighters, entering through the northern gate that the shield's collapse had left unguarded, sprinting through streets that were empty—the civilian population had the survival instincts to stay indoors when Sarpentii were diving and buildings were exploding—toward the council hall. Vikram led from the front, his sword drawn, his Tejasvidya blazing in his off-hand, a golden shield that deflected the panicked shots from the Anarchist guards who were stationed at the hall's entrance and were discovering, in real time, the difference between occupying a city and defending one.

The guards were not soldiers. They were ideologues—ordinary citizens who had joined Reeve's movement because they believed in his vision, not because they had been trained for combat. They fired their Tejasvidya projections—clumsy, unfocused, the magical equivalent of throwing rocks—and Vikram's team absorbed them on their shields and kept moving, steady, disciplined, closing the distance with the implacable momentum of professionals who have done this before and know exactly how it goes.

The hall fell in four minutes. Vikram's people secured the entrance, cleared the interior, and found Elder Prabhakaran—the council leader—in a small room at the back, guarded by two Anarchists who surrendered immediately upon seeing twelve armed fighters and a very angry young man with a sword. The Elder was thin, disheveled, and astonishingly calm for a man who had been a hostage for six weeks.

"Took you long enough," Prabhakaran said, adjusting his spectacles with the unflappable dignity of a man who has been in politics for forty years and considers armed rescue merely another form of committee meeting.

Reeve was not in the hall. This was the problem. While the shield collapsed and the Sarpentii dove and the ground team stormed the council building, Reeve had done something that none of them had anticipated: he had gone below.

Meera felt him coming.

She was in the tunnel—the sixth foundation disrupted, the shield collapsed, her mission technically complete—when the Tejasvidya field shifted. Not the gentle, rhythmic pulse of the tower network—this was different. Sharper. Directed. The energy signature of a single, extremely powerful practitioner moving through the underground system with speed and purpose and a fury that she could feel in the vibration of the stone walls.

Someone is coming, she thought to Vajra.

How many?

One. Powerful. Moving fast.

Vajra's hand went to his sword. In the golden light of Meera's Tejasvidya, his face was a study in professional readiness—no fear, no hesitation, just the calm, focused preparedness of a warrior who has identified an incoming threat and is positioning himself between it and his principal. He stepped in front of Meera. She stepped around him.

"This one is mine," she said.

"Rajkumari—"

"He is a Tejasvidya user. Your sword cannot block magic. Stay behind me and be ready."

Vajra's expression suggested that being told to stand behind a seventeen-year-old girl while she fought a magical revolutionary was not, historically, the kind of instruction that Vanara bodyguards were trained to follow. But he had learned, in five years of service and three weeks in Devlok, that the Princess was not asking for his opinion. She was informing him of the tactical arrangement. He stepped back. He did not put away his sword.

Reeve appeared at the far end of the tunnel.

He was not what she had expected. The name—Reeve—conjured images of a warrior, a general, a man of physical presence and commanding stature. The reality was a thin, middle-aged man with greying hair and sharp eyes and the body of someone who had spent more time in libraries than in training yards. He wore simple clothes—a white kurta, loose pants, no armour—and his hands were at his sides, glowing with a steady, controlled luminescence that was brighter than Meera's, more refined, the glow of a practitioner who had spent decades mastering his craft.

"You," he said. His voice echoed in the tunnel—flat, accusatory, carrying the particular venom of a man who has had his life's work dismantled in thirty minutes by a teenager. "You are the one from the west. Devyani's mongrel child."

"My name is Meera. And you are Reeve. The man who chains sentient creatures and calls it liberation."

"I was protecting this city."

"You were holding it hostage."

"I was protecting it from people like you—people who believe that power gives them the right to rule, that Tejasvidya makes them special, that the rest of us should kneel before your gifts and call it natural order."

There was pain in his voice. Genuine pain. Meera heard it beneath the anger, beneath the ideology—the wound of a man who had been wronged by the system he was trying to destroy, who had watched the council use magic to maintain privilege while ordinary citizens—even in a society where everyone had magic—were sorted into hierarchies of power, the strong elevated, the weak diminished.

He was not entirely wrong. That was the terrible thing. His diagnosis was not entirely wrong. His treatment was catastrophically wrong—dismantling the towers, grounding the Sarpentii, weakening the containment that held Mahishasura—but his identification of the disease was not without merit. Devlok was not perfect. The council was not benevolent. Power corrupts, and magical power corrupts with special efficiency, because the corruption is visible—literally visible, in the brightness of one person's glow versus the dimness of another's.

"You are right that the system is broken," Meera said. "You are wrong about how to fix it. And you are wrong about the towers. The towers are not instruments of oppression. They are a prison. And by reconfiguring them, you have been weakening the walls of that prison for six weeks, and the thing inside is almost free."

Reeve's expression shifted. Not belief—not yet—but uncertainty. The first crack in the certainty that was his armour.

"There is nothing beneath the Rift. That is a story the council tells to justify their power."

"I felt it. Twenty minutes ago, when I disrupted the sixth foundation. I put my hand on the stone and I felt it. Mahishasura. Not a story. Not a myth. A presence—vast, ancient, furious, and feeding on the energy you diverted from the containment system. You have been feeding the thing you say does not exist."

"Lies."

"Put your hand on the stone. Feel it yourself. You are a master practitioner—your Tejasvidya is stronger than mine. You will feel what I felt. And then you will know."

Reeve hesitated. The tunnel was silent except for the water's endless roar and the hum of the disrupted towers. Meera's golden light and Reeve's white light competed in the enclosed space, casting double shadows that danced on the curved walls like a puppet show performed by gods.

"If you are lying," Reeve said, "I will end you."

"If I am lying, I deserve it."

He walked past her. Past Vajra, who tracked him with the coiled attention of a spring under tension. Past the sixth foundation—disrupted, dark, the crystal rod still embedded in its slot. He reached the wall where the containment network's primary conduit ran—a vein of Tejasvidya energy embedded in the stone, connecting all twelve towers to the Rift—and he placed both hands flat against it.

The reaction was instantaneous. His body went rigid. His eyes widened. His glow—the steady, controlled white luminescence that had marked him as a master—flared to blinding intensity and then dimmed, not gradually but suddenly, as if something had reached through the stone and pulled the light out of him. His mouth opened. No sound came out. His hands were pressed against the stone as if nailed there, unable to pull away, locked into contact with a force that was showing him exactly what it was.

Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. His hands came free. He staggered backward. His face was white. His glow was dim. And his eyes—sharp, certain, ideological—were the eyes of a man who has just seen something that has demolished every belief he held and has left him standing in the rubble.

"It is real," he whispered. "Gods preserve us. It is real."

"Will you help us?" Meera asked.

Reeve looked at her. The revolutionary. The ideologue. The man who had occupied a city and chained sentient creatures and dismantled a containment system because he believed the stories he had been told about the stories he had been told. He looked at the seventeen-year-old princess from the other side of the Rift, who had her mother's magic and her father's jaw and the glow of a healer in her hands, and he made a decision that was, in its way, as brave as anything Meera had done: he admitted he was wrong.

"Tell me what you need," he said.

"I need you to restore the towers. All twelve. Original configuration. Full containment. Can you do it?"

"With the crystal rods removed, yes. The original protocols are still embedded in the foundations. They just need to be reactivated."

"Then do it. And when you are done, meet us at the council hall. We have a war to prepare for."

She turned and walked back up the tunnel, toward the surface, toward the city that was being liberated above her, toward the daylight that was pouring through the council hall's windows and the Sarpentii that were circling overhead and the future that was rushing toward them with the speed and inevitability of a wave.

Behind her, Reeve began to work. His hands on the stone. His glow returning. His certainty—the wrong kind of certainty—replaced by a different kind: the certainty that comes from knowing what is at stake and choosing to act anyway, even when acting means dismantling everything you believed.


  
    Chapter 11: The Awakening

    
    
  
  The towers were restored in three days. Reeve worked without rest—driven by the particular frenzy of a man atoning for a mistake he now understood could end the world—reactivating the ancient Tejasvidya protocols in each of the twelve foundations, reconfiguring the network from defensive shield to containment system, channelling the full output of Devlok's magical infrastructure back into the Rift's walls where it belonged.

But three days was too long.

On the second night, the earthquakes began.

They started small—tremors that rattled teacups and swung the crystal chandeliers in the council hall and sent Bheem's Devloki equivalent—a city full of stray dogs—into a howling, panicked chorus that echoed through the streets. By midnight, the tremors were stronger. Cracks appeared in the white stone buildings—hairline fractures that ran from foundation to roofline like the lines on a palm, as if the city itself was being read by a fortune teller whose news was bad. The fountain in Devyani's garden—the one that defied gravity, spiraling upward in its slow helix—shuddered and fell, the water collapsing into a pool that spread across the stone floor and reflected a sky that was no longer quite the right colour.

The sky. That was how Meera knew it was happening.

She had been sleeping—or trying to sleep, in the small room that the council had assigned her in the palace, a room with luminous walls and a bed that adjusted to her body temperature and a window that looked south toward the Rift—and she woke because the light was wrong. Not the warm gold of the towers or the cool silver of the moon—a light that was red, deep, arterial, the colour of blood seen through closed eyelids, pulsing with a rhythm that was not mechanical but organic. A heartbeat. The Rift was glowing, and the glow was the colour of something waking up.

She was dressed and running in thirty seconds. Vajra was already in the corridor—the Vanara did not sleep so much as maintain a state of armed rest, one eye open, one hand on his weapon—and they sprinted through the palace together, past Devyani's garden where the collapsed fountain was spreading water across the stone, past the council hall where Elder Prabhakaran was issuing emergency orders with the calm efficiency of a man who has survived six weeks of captivity and considers an existential crisis a mere scheduling adjustment, and out into the streets of Tejaspuram.

The city was awake. Every citizen was outside, looking south, where the horizon had turned the colour of a wound. The Rift—invisible from ground level under normal conditions—was visible now, its mist replaced by a column of red light that rose from the earth like a pillar of fire, reaching into the sky and spreading across the clouds in a stain that turned the night into something that was not night and not day but a third thing, a wrong thing, the visual signature of a prison failing.

Carmen was airborne. Thea and the Sarpentii were circling above the city in defensive formation, their luminous eyes blazing, their wings beating with the urgent rhythm of creatures that can feel what is happening beneath them and are responding with every instinct they possess. The bond between Rider and serpent was singing—Carmen could feel Thea's fear, her fury, her readiness—and through the extended awareness of the Sarpentii network, she could feel the others too: twelve minds linked in shared purpose, shared terror, shared resolve.

Arjun found Meera at the southern wall of the city.

"The containment is failing," he said. His face was lit by the red glow from the south, and in that light his amber eyes looked like molten copper. "Reeve restored nine of the twelve towers. Three are still offline—the damage to their foundations is too extensive for quick repair. Nine is not enough. The containment needs all twelve."

"How long do we have?"

"Hours. Maybe less. The tremors are accelerating. The Rift is widening—the edges are crumbling inward, the mist is clearing. When the containment fails completely, Mahishasura will rise."

"And then?"

"And then we face something that the combined armies of two kingdoms could barely defeat a thousand years ago, and they had years to prepare and we have hours."

Meera looked south. The red light pulsed—steady, rhythmic, patient. The heartbeat of something that had waited a millennium and was done waiting.

"I need to go to the Rift," she said.

Arjun did not argue. He had expected this—she could see it in his face, in the resignation that was also respect, in the understanding that the prophecy was not a story but a schedule and the appointment was now.

"I am coming with you."

"You cannot—"

"The prophecy says the Child of Two Worlds will face Mahishasura. It does not say she faces him alone. And you are not the only one who has something to lose."

There was a subtext to this statement that Meera heard as clearly as the spoken words. In three weeks of training—of proximity, of shared purpose, of the intense, accelerated intimacy that comes from spending every waking hour with another person in conditions of extreme stress—something had developed between them. Not love—they were too young and too practical and too busy preparing for the apocalypse to call it love—but the foundation of love, the raw materials, the awareness that if they survived what was coming, there was a conversation waiting on the other side that would be worth having.

"Then come," she said. "But stay behind me when we reach the Rift."

"I make no promises."

Devyani was waiting at the palace gate. She was wearing travelling clothes—the first time Meera had seen her in anything other than the white sari of her garden—and her face, in the red light, was the face of a woman who had made a decision and was at peace with it.

"Amma, you cannot—"

"I am coming. I am not strong enough to fight, but I am strong enough to support. The healing—the mending—that is your gift, not mine. But I can channel energy to you. I can be your anchor. That is what I came back to Devlok to do, fifteen years ago. That is what I have been waiting for."

There was no time to argue. There was no time for the conversation they needed to have—the fifteen-year conversation about abandonment and love and the impossible choices that mothers make when the world is at stake and the world is also their child.

"Together, then," Meera said. And she took her mother's hand, and her mother's hand was still cold—the depleted cold of diminished magic—but it was strong, and it was sure, and it held Meera's hand the way a rope holds a climber: with the understanding that letting go is not an option.

They flew south on Agni. Arjun rode behind Meera, his arms around her waist, his body warm against her back. Devyani rode behind him, her grip on the harness steadied by Vajra, who had positioned himself at the rear with the grim determination of a bodyguard who has accepted that his principal is flying toward an ancient evil and has decided that if she is going to do this stupid, brave, impossible thing, she is at least going to do it with proper security.

The landscape changed as they approached the Rift. The green of Devlok gave way to scorched earth—the ground blackened, the trees dead, the rivers steaming. The red light was brighter here, pulsing from the Rift with an intensity that made Meera's eyes water and her Tejasvidya sing—the power in the light was enormous, and her magic responded to it the way iron responds to a magnet, pulling her forward, pulling her down, pulling her toward the source.

The Rift was open.

Not cracked, not widened—open. The edges had collapsed inward, the mist had burned away, and the chasm was revealed in its full, terrible geometry: a wound in the earth that went down and down and down, the walls striated in layers of rock that documented the planet's history like the rings of a tree, and at the bottom—far below, but not as far as it had been a thousand years ago, because the prison was failing and the prisoner was rising—a light.

Red. Vast. Alive. The light of a consciousness that had been contained for a millennium and had finally, after years of patient erosion, after weeks of diverted containment energy, after the cumulative failures of two civilisations that had been too afraid of each other to cooperate in maintaining the prison that protected them both—finally broken through.

Mahishasura was rising.
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  Mahishasura rose from the Rift like a nightmare made of geology—not a body in any human sense but a presence, a force, a concentration of will and malice so dense that it distorted the air around it, bending light, bending sound, bending the very fabric of reality the way a heavy stone bends the surface of water. The red light that had been pulsing from below now blazed—a column of crimson energy that shot from the chasm into the sky and spread across the clouds, turning the night into something apocalyptic, something biblical, something from the oldest stories that the oldest civilisations had told around the oldest fires.

The form was vast. Not humanoid—the ancient texts had described Mahishasura as a shape-shifter, a being that wore forms the way humans wear clothes—but massive, a shadow within the red light that suggested horns, shoulders, a head that turned with the slow, deliberate motion of something that had not had a neck in a thousand years and was remembering how. The Rift's edges crumbled as it rose, rock falling inward, the earth shaking with a violence that knocked Meera off her feet and sent Agni staggering sideways, his copper wings flaring for balance.

Child,* the voice said again, and this time it was not felt through stone but heard through air—a bass so deep it was more vibration than sound, a frequency that bypassed the ears and went straight to the spine. *You are the one who woke me. Your power. Your crossing. Your light in the darkness—a beacon I have followed for weeks, growing stronger, growing closer, until the walls could hold me no longer.

Meera stood at the edge of the Rift. Behind her: Arjun, his hands blazing with Tejasvidya, his face set in the expression of a man who is terrified and has decided that terror is not a sufficient reason to leave. Devyani, her diminished glow steady, her cold hands extended, channelling what remained of her power into the ambient field around her daughter. Vajra, sword drawn, standing in the posture of a warrior who knows that his weapon is useless against this enemy but who will not put it down because putting it down would be giving up and giving up is not in his vocabulary.

Above: Carmen and the Sarpentii, circling, their serpents screaming—high, piercing cries that cut through the bass roar of Mahishasura's voice like needles through fabric. The serpents could feel the ancient evil the way they felt weather—as a change in pressure, a wrongness in the electromagnetic field, a disturbance in the frequencies that they navigated by instinct. They were afraid. Even the Sarpentii—creatures of fire and flight and ancient, predatory intelligence—were afraid.

And below: the Rift, open and blazing, the prison broken, the prisoner free.

"The prophecy says I face him," Meera said. Her voice was calm. She did not feel calm—she felt like a leaf in a hurricane, like a candle in a furnace, like the smallest thing in the universe standing before the largest—but her voice was calm because calmness was a choice, and she was choosing it, the way her mother had chosen to leave and her father had chosen to stay and Reeve had chosen to change his mind. Choice was the only thing that separated humans from the forces that sought to control them.

"The prophecy says you face him," Arjun confirmed. "It also says—"

"I know what it says. It says I defeat him or he consumes me. There are two options and I am choosing the first one."

"How?"

"I am a healer. The Rift is a wound. I am going to heal it."

The idea was insane. She knew it was insane. The Rift was a chasm that stretched from the northern mountains to the southern sea, a thousand kilometres of broken earth, the largest geological feature on the continent, and she was proposing to heal it the way she had healed a training bruise on her shoulder—with her hands and her magic and the stubborn, unreasonable belief that the power she carried was sufficient for the task.

But the logic held. The Rift was a wound—not a natural formation but a trauma, an injury inflicted on the earth by the violence of the Sundering. It had been maintained for a thousand years by the containment system—the towers, the network, the Tejasvidya grid that pumped energy into the wound's edges to prevent it from healing naturally. The containment had not been a cure. It had been a bandage. And bandages, eventually, need to come off.

If she could heal the Rift—close the wound, knit the earth back together, seal the prison not with external containment but with the earth's own restored integrity—then Mahishasura would be trapped. Not by towers and networks and maintenance protocols that could be disrupted by revolutionaries and time, but by the planet itself, by the same geological forces that had held the continents together for billions of years before one ancient tyrant had blown a hole in them.

"I need the towers," she said. "All twelve. Channelling their full output into me."

"That will kill you," Arjun said. "Twelve towers' worth of Tejasvidya flowing through a single human body—no one has ever—"

"I am not a single human body. I am both worlds. I am east and west, magic and mundane, and the power I carry is not just mine—it is the power of the Rift itself, the power of the wound, the power of the thing that wants to be healed. I will not be alone in this. The earth will be with me."

Devyani stepped forward. She took Meera's hand. "I will anchor you. If the power becomes too much—if your body begins to fail—I will pull you back."

"Amma—"

"This is what I came here to do. This is why I left you. Not to abandon you—to prepare the way. To be here, now, at this moment, to hold your hand while you do the impossible thing."

Arjun stepped to Meera's other side. "I will coordinate the towers. Reeve and I can synchronise the output—full power, all twelve, directed into your Tejasvidya field. You shape it. You direct it. You heal."

Carmen's voice came through the psychic link—clear, fierce, the voice of a Rider who has found her purpose: The Sarpentii will hold him. We cannot defeat Mahishasura, but we can distract him—keep his attention on us while you work. Give us the signal and we dive.

Meera looked at them. Her mother. Her friend. Her bodyguard. The Riders above. Reeve, somewhere in the tunnel system, his hands on the tower foundations, ready to pour a civilisation's worth of power into the network. Vikram and his fighters, holding Tejaspuram, maintaining order in a city that was watching its sky turn red. Elder Prabhakaran, issuing orders with unflappable calm. An entire kingdom—an entire world—waiting for a seventeen-year-old girl to do the thing that a thousand-year-old prophecy said she could do.

"Signal the Riders," she said. "Full dive. Maximum distraction. And give me the towers."

Carmen dove. Thea screamed. Twelve Sarpentii plunged from the clouds toward the rising form of Mahishasura, their breath weapons blazing—beams of concentrated Tejasvidya that slammed into the ancient evil like spears of light, not piercing but distracting, annoying, drawing the vast consciousness away from the edge of the Rift and toward the sky, toward the insignificant creatures that dared to challenge it.

Mahishasura roared. The sound was geological—the sound of tectonic plates grinding, of mountains being born, of the earth's crust protesting the existence of something that should never have been allowed to exist. The red light flared. A tendril of darkness lashed out—a whip of concentrated malice that struck one of the Sarpentii and sent it tumbling, its Rider screaming, its wings crumpled. Carmen banked Thea hard, avoiding a second tendril by metres, the wind of its passage hot and sulphurous against her face.

Meera knelt at the edge of the Rift. She placed her hands on the broken earth—the raw, exposed rock, still warm from the containment energy, still humming with the residual Tejasvidya of a thousand years of maintenance. She closed her eyes. She opened herself—the way Arjun had taught her, not reaching but allowing, not grabbing but receiving.

The towers came online. She felt them—one by one, then all at once, twelve pillars of power connecting to her Tejasvidya field like tributaries joining a river. The energy was enormous. It hit her body like a tidal wave—a force so vast and so intense that for a moment she was not herself, was not Meera, was not anyone, was just a vessel for something that was larger than any individual, larger than any kingdom, larger than the petty divisions of east and west that had allowed this crisis to develop.

She screamed. Not in pain—the energy did not hurt—but in the overwhelming sensation of being filled to capacity and beyond, of her body becoming a conduit for the earth's own healing force, channelled through twelve towers and a thousand years of accumulated power and the blood of two worlds that ran in her veins.

Devyani's hand tightened on hers. The anchor held. The cold of her mother's diminished magic became a counterweight—a coolness that balanced the heat, a stillness that balanced the storm, a mother's love that balanced the cosmic indifference of the forces flowing through her daughter's body.

Meera pushed the power into the Rift.

It was like pressing her hands into a wound and feeling the tissue respond—the earth's broken edges reaching toward each other, the rock shifting, the chasm narrowing. Not fast—the Rift was vast, and even twelve towers' worth of power was a trickle compared to the injury—but perceptibly, measurably, the wound was closing. The edges crept inward. The depth decreased. The red light dimmed as the prison's walls thickened, as the geological structure that had been torn apart a millennium ago began, at last, to knit.

Mahishasura felt it. The ancient evil, distracted by the Sarpentii's assault, turned its vast attention downward—toward the Rift, toward the girl at its edge, toward the power that was sealing its prison with the irresistible force of a planet healing itself. The roar became a scream—not of pain but of rage, of denial, of a consciousness that had spent a thousand years planning its escape and was watching the exit close.

NO!* The voice was in her mind now—not vibration but invasion, a consciousness pressing against hers with the force of an avalanche. *You cannot! I will not be contained! I am eternal! I am—

"You are a wound," Meera said, and her voice was not her voice—it was the voice of the earth, of the towers, of the Tejasvidya network, of every practitioner in Devlok who was channelling their energy into the system. "And wounds heal."

She pushed. The Rift narrowed. Mahishasura's form compressed—forced downward by the closing walls, the restored containment, the geological pressure that was reasserting itself after a millennium of artificial maintenance. The red light flickered. The screaming continued—in her mind, in the air, in the rock—but it was diminishing, retreating, sinking back into the depths from which it had risen.

The edges met. Not everywhere—not the full thousand-kilometre length of the Rift, that would take years, decades, the sustained effort of both kingdoms working together—but here, at the epicentre, at the point where Mahishasura had risen, the earth closed. Rock met rock. The chasm sealed. The red light was extinguished—snuffed out like a candle pinched between fingers—and the darkness that replaced it was not the darkness of evil but the darkness of depth, of earth, of a planet that had reclaimed its integrity and was holding it with the quiet, massive, immovable force of geological time.

Mahishasura was contained. Not destroyed—the prophecy had not promised destruction, and Meera had not achieved it—but contained, sealed, imprisoned not by towers and networks but by the earth itself, by the healed tissue of a wound that would take centuries to fully close but that was, for now, enough.

Meera collapsed. The power withdrew—the towers dimming, the network falling silent, the cosmic force that had been flowing through her body receding like a tide—and she was left kneeling at the edge of a Rift that was narrower than it had been, on rock that was warm, under a sky that was clearing, the red stain fading from the clouds like a bruise fading from skin.

Devyani caught her. Her mother's arms—thin, cold, stronger than they looked—wrapped around her and held her the way you hold something precious that you thought you had lost and have found again, the way a mother holds a daughter, the way love holds the world together when everything else is trying to pull it apart.

"You did it," Devyani whispered. "My brave girl. You did it."

Above, the Sarpentii circled. Carmen screamed—not a war cry this time but a victory cry, raw and joyful and human. The injured Rider was alive—her serpent had caught her, the bond holding even in freefall—and the other eleven were joining Carmen in a spiraling ascent that took them above the fading clouds and into a sky that was, at last, returning to its proper colour: the deep, impossible blue of a Devloki morning, the blue of a world that had been saved.

The aftermath was political. It always is. Wars end and negotiations begin, and the negotiations are harder than the wars because wars have clear enemies and negotiations have only allies who disagree.

King Vikramsen arrived two weeks later. Not with an army—Meera had sent word through Arjun's psychic network, and the message had been clear: Come as a father, not a king. Bring diplomats, not soldiers—and he came with a delegation of twelve, including Minister Chandragupta and Pundit Agnivesh, and he crossed the Rift on a bridge.

A bridge. The first bridge across the Rift in forty years—not a physical structure but a Tejasvidya construction, a path of golden light projected from the restored towers, wide enough for horses and stable enough for wagons, spanning the narrowed chasm with the elegant, functional beauty of a civilisation that builds with magic what other civilisations build with stone. Reeve had helped design it. This was his penance and his redemption: the man who had nearly destroyed the containment system was now helping to build the connection that would replace it.

Vikramsen saw Devyani. Devyani saw Vikramsen. Fifteen years of silence, of grief, of the specific loneliness that comes from loving someone who has left and not knowing why—all of it was in the look that passed between them in the council hall of Tejaspuram, in the presence of diplomats and officials and their daughter, who watched her parents see each other for the first time in fifteen years and understood, in a way she had not understood before, that the Rift had not only divided a continent. It had divided a family. And families, like continents, could be healed.

The treaty was signed three days later. The Treaty of Bridges—the first agreement between Suryabhoomi and Devlok in forty years, establishing diplomatic relations, opening trade, creating an exchange programme for scholars and practitioners, and—most importantly—committing both kingdoms to the joint maintenance of the Rift's containment, a shared responsibility that would require cooperation, trust, and the gradual, painful, necessary dismantling of forty years of propaganda on both sides.

Meera stayed in Devlok. This was her choice, not her father's—though Vikramsen had argued, had pleaded, had deployed every weapon in the paternal arsenal from stern authority to emotional blackmail—because she had work to do. The Rift was narrower but not closed. The containment was restored but not permanent. Mahishasura was contained but not destroyed. The healing would take years—decades—and it required someone who could bridge both worlds, who carried both bloodlines, who could channel the combined Tejasvidya of east and west into the slow, patient, unglamorous work of mending what had been broken.

She stood on the restored bridge, watching her father's delegation ride west. Vikramsen turned in his saddle and looked back—a long, complicated look that contained everything a father feels when he watches his daughter choose a life he did not plan for her and cannot control. She waved. He raised his hand. The Sarpentii escorts—Carmen's idea, a gesture of goodwill that also served as a reminder that Devlok's military was operational again—guided the western delegation across the Rift and into the scrublands beyond.

Arjun stood beside her. His amber eyes were warm. His hand, when it found hers, was warm too—the steady warmth of Tejasvidya, of life, of something that was not yet love but was getting there with the patient, persistent inevitability of a river finding the sea.

"What now?" he asked.

Meera looked east, toward Tejaspuram, toward the towers that glowed in the morning light, toward the city that had survived revolution and apocalypse and was now rebuilding with the stubborn optimism of a civilisation that has seen the worst and decided that the best is still worth pursuing. She looked west, toward the Rift, narrower now, bridged now, the wound healing. She looked down at her hands, which were glowing—faintly, steadily, the golden warmth of a healer's gift, the power that had sealed a prison and bridged a chasm and reunited a family and was now, finally, at rest.

"Now," she said, "we build."

The morning light crossed the bridge—east to west, west to east—and for the first time in forty years, the sun shone on both sides of the Rift without the mist to divide it.
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