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    Prologue

    
    
  
  The nightmare came for Isha the way monsoon floods come for low-lying villages — without mercy, without warning, and with the absolute certainty that everything she loved would drown.

She jolted awake. The images dissolved before her conscious mind could seize them, but her body remembered what her brain refused to hold. Her father's face, twisted in shock. The khadga buried to its hilt between his ribs. Her mother's scream — a sound so raw it had peeled the skin off Isha's childhood and left nothing but exposed nerve.

Three years. Three years of that same dream, and her hands still trembled every single time.

She pressed her palms flat against the cold stone windowsill and forced herself to breathe. The chill bit into her skin like teeth — sharp, immediate, grounding. Outside, Aashirvaad Nagari sprawled beneath a burial shroud of snow. The white-and-gold domed buildings of the capital stood silent in the pre-dawn grey, their surfaces crusted with ice that caught no light because there was no light to catch. The city was dying. She could smell it — the faint sourness of hunger that drifted up from the lower quarters, mixing with woodsmoke and the metallic tang of frost.

Another day.

But not any other day.

Today, her uncle would demand she marry.

Dread pooled in Isha's stomach like cold water. Rajkumari Ishanya Sanjana Lakshminarayan of Rajmandal — that was her full name, a name that should have commanded armies and inspired ballads. Instead, it was a leash. Her uncle, the smug and dastardly kinslayer who had driven a blade through her father's heart and seized the throne, would today present his list of eligible noblemen. She had turned seventeen the previous monsoon season. Illness — real at first, then carefully exaggerated with the help of her trusted vaidya and loyal staff — had bought her time. A year of feigned frailty, aided by Urmila her handmaiden, Krishan her bodyguard, and Gurudev Ganesh her tutor.

That time had run out.

She had never felt more alone. Her mother had died within weeks of her father — not from a blade, but from a heart that simply refused to beat without the man it loved. That left Isha a hostage in her own palace. Her brother, Karan, was somewhere in exile. Whether he still breathed, she could not say.

Her days blurred into each other. Mundane activities. Low profile. Unnoticed. Her uncle, Girish, was too consumed with ruining the kingdom to pay her much attention. He was merely a puppet — the real hand belonged to the one who had first called himself Dhanurdhari but eventually revealed his true name: Kaalasura, the legendary Usurper.

Each passing day brought fresh horrors. From her window, Isha would watch another newly dead citizen shuffle toward the Steppes on the city's outskirts, their eyes vacant, their limbs jerking with unnatural purpose. Kaalasura's Preta-sena — the army that never slept, never ate, never moved without his will. Every man and woman who died from sword, hunger, or disease was consumed by his dark shakti, their bodies conscripted into service. The army had swelled to a size that made her stomach clench with nausea.

She pushed the images away. Only for thoughts of her bleak future to flood in.

If only there were some way to change things.

It was not for lack of trying. The endless quiet whispers with her loyal circle. The plans sketched in Common Tongue that Girish could not read. The coded messages slipped between trusted hands. All of it amounted to nothing against the iron reality: she was powerless. Her only male relative controlled every aspect of her existence. That she remained alive and unharmed was either divine grace or cosmic indifference — and Isha had stopped believing in the distinction.

She burrowed back into the warmth of her razai, the thick quilt's cotton pressing against her chin like a grandmother's hand. How long could she delay? How long before—

A gentle knock. Three taps — Urmila's signature.

"I'm awake. Come in."

The heavy oak doors groaned open. Urmila entered carrying a bundle of clothes, her plain white-and-brown uniform starched to precision, the brass pin on her left breast catching the dim lamplight. She always wore a light brown clasp to keep her golden hair from her face — a practicality that Isha found inexplicably comforting, like the woman herself was incapable of disorder.

"I thought I heard you stirring," Urmila smiled. The warmth of it reached her dark eyes.

"I was trying to be quiet."

"Oh, Rajkumari, you know you cannot avoid today. Now — what colour? Red or green?"

"Neither."

Urmila sighed with the patience of someone who had performed this ritual a thousand times. "I will return after you have washed and used your chamber. There is a basin of hot water already drawn. Do not forget your shawl — it is bitterly cold today."

Isha grunted and swung her legs out of bed, shivering violently as the frigid air attacked her bare feet. Urmila wrapped her in a thick pashmina before she could protest. The wool was rough against her neck but deliciously warm, carrying the faint scent of camphor from the chest where it had been stored.

A short while later, Isha stood before her full-length mirror, consternation settling like stones in her belly.

Urmila had brushed out the tangles of sleep from Isha's pale, ash-blonde hair — the colour prized above all in Rajmandal, where women spent fortunes on turmeric and lemon to lighten their locks. She arranged it around Isha's shoulders and nodded in satisfaction. "There."

Isha stared at her reflection. She knew she was beautiful. Too beautiful, by Rajmandal standards. Her near-white hair, her steel-grey eyes flecked with green, her fair complexion — all of it made her a prize to be bartered. The rose-red ghagra Urmila had chosen accented her ethereal features like sindoor on a bride's forehead.

But Isha only saw frailty. Colourless lips. Collarbones jutting like the keels of capsized boats. Shadows under her eyes deep enough to drown in. Hands that trembled. An expression permanently weighted with sorrow. A girl who had been hollowed out by grief and filled with nothing.

She was not always like this. A memory surfaced — ten years old, running through the palace gardens, hair flying, laughter bouncing off marble walls. Her father swinging her in circles until the world blurred into joy.

Tears in the mirror. Tears on her cheek.

Urmila gasped and reached for a handkerchief. Isha slapped her hand away.

"Let me," she said hoarsely. "Let me mourn."

Urmila's own lips trembled. Tears flooded her eyes. She gently took Isha's hand, and they stared at the mirror together, crying without sound.



"I am Rajkumari Ishanya —"

"Ah, no. Your Highness, in Common Tongue, you state your title and full name, then conclude with 'of Rajmandal.' Remember, how we say it in our mother tongue does not always translate directly." Gurudev Ganesh adjusted his monocle and settled deeper into his chair, his black robes pooling around his thin frame like spilled ink.

Isha straightened her back. "I am Rajkumari Ishanya Sanjana Lakshminarayan of Rajmandal. Pleased to make your acquaintance."

"Excellent. And...?"

She slouched, switching back to the Rajmandal dialect. "And what? We will not be speaking Common Tongue later."

"Your family knew how to speak and read it fluently, Your Highness. I am simply keeping that tradition alive."

"My uncle cannot speak a word of it."

"All the better for you, is it not? He would not understand a thing you said."

She had heard this reminder before. But on some days, the small advantage tasted like ash.

Three sharp knocks at the sitting room doors. A deep voice, muffled by oak. "It is me."

"Enter."

Krishan walked in at Isha's command, calm and composed as granite. He wore the full regalia of a Rajmandal soldier — a black double-breasted achkan, matching trousers with a gold decorative stripe on the sides. A sunburst pin on his jacket marked his station as her bodyguard. His khadga hung at his hip, its leather scabbard worn smooth with years of use.

He crossed the room in three strides, boots thudding against the thick carpet, and bowed. "Your Highness."

"Is it time already?" Isha sighed.

"Not yet."

She tilted her head. Krishan seemed... different. His jaw was set the same way it always was, but there was something in his eyes — a brightness, barely contained. Like a lamp behind a screen.

"Krishan, what—"

He raised a finger to his lips. Then he gestured for quill and paper. He had learned to write simple words in Common Tongue from Gurudev Ganesh — could not manage their native Rajmandal script, but found the Common Tongue alphabet far simpler. Writing instead of speaking meant no eavesdroppers could catch the words.

Isha's hands shook as she read his scrawl. Millingway. Karan sighted. Brother safe. Take heart. Wait. He returns with allies.

"How...?" she breathed, pulse hammering against her throat.

"That is all I have," Krishan murmured in Common Tongue. "All that was safe to convey." He plucked the paper from her fingers and fed it to the fireplace. They watched together as flames consumed it — the crackling of the paper loud in the silence, the brief flare of orange painting Krishan's face in war-colours. "A costly message, but precious. Your uncle received similar intelligence about Karan being spotted. He was... displeased."

"Millingway..." Gurudev Ganesh whispered, brow furrowed, rifling through decades of accumulated knowledge.

Isha was doing the same — the name tugged at something buried deep in her memory, but she could not surface it.

Krishan silenced Ganesh with a stern glare. "It is time to go, Rajkumari. You have delayed long enough."

When Isha left her chambers, her hands were still shaking.

But not with fear.

It was hope. It was anticipation. For the first time in three years, her footsteps were light. Something warm pulsed in her chest — a feeling she could not name, something alive and furious and bright, like a diya lit in a room that had known only darkness.

She and Krishan shared a brief, warm, secret smile.

It was enough. Enough to straighten her spine, lift her chin, and walk — tall, proud, a princess in more than just name — toward the man who had murdered her father.


  
    Chapter 1: The Mirror Maze

    
    
  
  The maze smelled of old magic and fresh terror.

Falani stood at the entrance to the courtyard of Chandrika Durga — the Moon Fortress, seat of Elvarath's power — and tried to remember how to breathe. The space she knew, the wide cobblestoned expanse where she had trained and laughed and argued, had been transformed into something that made her skin crawl. An enclosed dome of mirrors stretched in every direction, silver surfaces multiplying her reflection into infinity. Hundreds of Falanis stared back at her, each one wearing the same expression of poorly concealed panic.

She shivered. The cold was the only anchor to reality — that, and the rough cobblestones she could feel through the thin soles of her boots. Everything else was illusion. Layers upon layers of it, woven by the Chandrika's most powerful Tantrics, led by Chrysanth, who specialised in such constructions.

Ishira stood beside her. The other woman's face was a mask of composure, but her fingers were white-knuckled around the edges of her dark cloak.

They had spent two days in isolation, separately, under heavy guard. No hint of what awaited them. When the preparations were complete, they had been escorted to the courtyard for the Pareeksha — the Challenge.

Both wore identical dark dresses, gloves, boots, and warm cloaks. Falani had been expressly forbidden from wearing anything unconventional. Which meant no trousers, no borrowed soldier's jacket, none of the practical clothes she preferred. Just this infernal dress that tangled around her ankles every third step.

"Once you both cross this line, the Pareeksha begins," her grandfather, Chandrashekhar, instructed. His voice was calm, but Falani caught the tension in his jaw. "We will observe from beyond the illusion. You will not see or hear the audience. We are present, however, and we will intervene if either of you faces genuine danger."

Falani swallowed. The sound was embarrassingly loud.

"Ishira will move left. Falani, to the right. The maze will guide you back together after you have each endured your individual trials. If one fails, the other wins by default. If both succeed and meet, you must duel with your Vidya."

He placed a weathered hand on each of their shoulders. The weight of his palm was steady and warm through Falani's cloak — a grandfather's hand, not a judge's. "This is not a battle of physical prowess. It tests endurance, skill, and wit. Should you encounter each other, the first to draw blood wins."

He paused, his dark eyes moving between them. "And this is not a fight to the death. You are forbidden from causing the other serious harm. The individual trials will not injure you permanently, either."

Falani was not remotely assured. She could hear the massive crowd beyond the illusion — the buzz of hundreds of conversations, shuffling feet, the rustle of silk and cotton, the distant clatter of someone's steel thali dropping in the kitchens. The smell of dal fry and fresh rotis drifted in, absurdly domestic against the high-stakes tension.

When entering the courtyard, she had spotted Karan and his Rajmandal entourage. The prince had made a full recovery from his duel with Kshitij — the duel that still made Falani's stomach tighten with guilt when she thought about it. She had also embraced Kshitij, who had assured her that everything would be fine, win or lose.

She was not sure she wanted to win, if she was honest. What business did she — a princess of Tejasunaa — have becoming the next High Priestess of Elvarath? To lead a coterie of Tantrics who had trained since childhood, when she had only discovered her own Vidya a few months ago? She felt like a fraud. An imposter. Her grandmother being the current High Priestess was irrelevant. The position was earned, never inherited.

I really did ask for this.* The thought was bitter. *On that day when I convinced Lydia we should disguise ourselves as boys and follow Father's army to Elvarath. Lydia should have smacked me and dragged me straight to Father.

She breathed deeply. The cold air burned her lungs and tasted faintly of iron — the residue of old magic worked into the stones of the courtyard over centuries.

"Falani?" Chandrashekhar prompted gently.

She nodded. Ishira was already past the line.



The moment Falani stepped right, warm steam blasted her face.

She gasped, swiping at her eyes, but only succeeded in smearing the moisture across her cheeks. Some of it entered her mouth — sweet, not water. The taste was honeyed and herbal, like crushed tulsi leaves steeped in jaggery syrup. The smell hit her next: floral, intoxicating, with an undertone that made her thoughts feel like they were being stirred with a slow spoon.

Some potion. That's why it was sweet.

The mirrors closed in around her. Reflections fractured and multiplied until she couldn't tell which direction she had come from. The light dimmed, then dimmed further, until she was walking through twilight made of silver surfaces and her own distorted face.

Her head went light. Disconnected. The sensation of floating — like she had drunk three cups of strong toddy on an empty stomach. Her legs kept moving because her mind was too addled to tell them to stop.

A shadow flickered past her. Close enough that she felt the displaced air brush her cheek.

Falani flinched, her heart slamming against her ribs hard enough to bruise.

No harm,* she told herself. *No harm.

We will see the ugly in us.* Ishira had told her that morning, over a hurried meal of hot rasam and warm roti. *The first part is where we face our inner selves. We see what is ugliest in us.

A blast of heat and blinding light seared her vision. She yelped and stumbled backwards, arms shielding her face. When she lowered them, the darkness remained — but standing before her, wreathed in flame that danced in his palms, was—

"Kshitij?"

He looked wrong. Cold. Cruel. His eyes — the eyes she had come to trust above all others — were flat and empty, like coins laid on a dead man's lids.

"Get away from me," he snarled.

"Why? What is wrong?" She stepped forward. The heat from his flames prickled her exposed skin. He looked and sounded exactly like Kshitij. If she could just touch him—

"I used you, Falani."

The words punched through her chest. "What?" she whispered.

His sneer was something she had never seen on his face. It made him look like a different person entirely. "Just as you feared, is it not? That I merely used you. The Prince was right about me all along."

It is not real. It is not real. That is not Kshitij.

She steeled herself and strode forward, but before she could reach him, he choked. His eyes widened in horror. The flames in his palms guttered and died. His hands scrabbled at his back, where the fletching of an arrow protruded between his shoulder blades.

And behind him, bow in hand, materialised—

"Karan? No! What have you done?" Falani's voice cracked.

Karan's laugh was mocking, hollow, nothing like the warm sound she remembered. Kshitij collapsed — the impact of his body hitting the mirrored floor rang through her bones like a temple bell struck wrong. Then he vanished. Karan, too.

Not real,* she repeated, clutching the words like a mantra. *Not real.

A hand seized her wrist. The grip was ice-cold, the skin rough as dried leather, and the smell that hit her — rot, thick and sweet and suffocating, like a funeral pyre that has been left to smoulder for days — made her gag.

Preta!

Instinct exploded through her. She bolted, crashing into mirrors, palms slamming against glass surfaces that sent shockwaves up her arms. She was going to be covered in bruises. The space was too tight to run — she half-stumbled, half-crawled, using her hands to navigate, glass smooth and freezing under her fingers.

Flashes of light erupted around her. Silhouettes coalesced from the brightness.

"Father?" She squinted. "Fareed?"

But they looked wrong. Especially Fareed. She had never seen her brother so furious — his face was the colour of sindoor, his jaw clenched so tight the muscles in his neck stood out like ropes.

"You should have married and remained in Tejasunaa, Falani," Fareed said.

"My brother would never say that!"

"But you made your choice. You abandoned us."

"Abandoned? That is not—"

"You could have had a good life here, sister. Instead you chose people you barely know, a life you do not understand. For what? Do you know how hurt we are? How disappointed?"

"You will come to nothing!" her father roared, and the sound of it — her father's voice twisted into something unrecognizable — sliced through her like a serrated blade.

Her eyes burned. It is not real. None of this is real.

But it stung worse than Kshitij's words. The shame was old and deep, a little girl's fear wearing an adult woman's face. She wanted to fold herself into the earth and disappear.

We will see the ugly in us.

The illusions were excavating her — digging into the soft places where doubt lived, pulling out fears she had never spoken aloud, fears she had not even admitted to herself. She wondered how much of this the audience could see. She wondered if the sweet steam had been a hallucinogenic potion. It had to be.

Her father and Fareed dissolved into shadows that reformed into—

Mother.

Not the cold, bitter woman who lived in Elvarath now. The mother from childhood. Young. Warm. The scent of mogra hit Falani so hard her knees buckled — her mother's perfume, the one she had worn when Falani was small enough to be carried, when the world was safe because Ma was in it.

"Alvida..." Mother whispered.

No. Please. Do not go.

The illusion shifted. A tiny winged figure hovered before Falani, head drooping. A Pari. Vanya.

Falani had promised to rescue her. Months had passed. The promise sat in her chest like a stone.

"I am so sorry..." Her voice cracked. "When this is over—"

The tiny figure's head snapped up and she screamed — a sound far too large for her body, a sound that buried itself in Falani's ears like hot needles.

A shadow loomed beside her. The gleeful face of the Vanachari who had captured Vanya. Every fibre of Falani's being ignited.

"Come here!" she screamed, a mantra on the tip of her tongue, hands thrust forward — but the illusion dissolved into silver nothingness.

Silence. Darkness. The sound of her own ragged breathing and the hammering of her pulse.

Then — light. Flooding, sudden, too bright. She squinted against it.

A figure stood several paces away. Dishevelled, pale, shaking.

"Ishira?"

Ishira's head jerked. "Falani?" Her voice was thin as paper.

Relief crashed through Falani like a wave. "It is me. Is it you?"

Ishira's answer was to narrow her eyes, step back, and fire an icy arrow directly at Falani's head.

Falani threw herself sideways. The arrow shrieked past her ear — she felt its frozen wake brush her skin — and shattered against a mirror with a sound like breaking bangles. Her shoulder rammed into another glass surface, the impact jarring through her entire skeleton. Her sleeve ripped. Another dress ruined.

"I was not ready!" she shouted.

"In battle, you must always be ready!" Ishira yelled, already weaving her next mantra.

"So now you choose to instruct me. Wonderful."

Ishira smirked. "Better late than never."

Falani dodged the next volley — three arrows of ice that whistled through the air with the sound of tearing silk — and muttered her own mantra. Her specialty was phytonic Vidya — the power to command plant life. There was nothing to command in this mirror maze. No soil, no roots, no—

Wait. The cobblestones. Gaps between them. Tiny gaps, but gaps.

Her hands moved in tandem with the words tumbling from her lips. She felt the familiar tremor beneath her feet — the response of dormant life buried under stone.

Ishira yelped. A short, thick vine had erupted from between the cobblestones and coiled around her ankle like a python. She yanked, furious, but the vine held.

First to draw blood.

Falani stalked forward. The vine was climbing. Slowly. Agonisingly slowly — because plants grew at the speed of plants, not the speed of desperation. Tiny thorns were beginning to sprout along the vine's surface. Once they reached Ishira's bare skin above her boot—

Ishira's counter-mantra was faster. Falani's legs flew out from under her as a gust of freezing wind hammered her chest. She landed hard on her back, the impact driving the air from her lungs in a brutal whoosh. The cobblestones were merciless against her spine.

"I have you stuck," Ishira said, "but I can still draw first blood."

"Not yet," Falani wheezed.

"Soon, dear. Soon!"

Multiple ice arrows — sharp, fast, gleaming — flew toward her. Falani whipped her cloak up as a shield. The arrows slammed into the thick fabric and shattered, sending shards skittering across the ground like scattered rice at a wedding. No open wounds, but she could already feel the bruises forming.

The vine climbed higher. Thorns inched toward bare skin.

Something ice-cold clamped around Falani's throat — a chain of frozen air, tightening like a noose. She gagged, fingers scrabbling at the unyielding collar. Her vision began to spot.

Not... supposed... to choke me!

A pellet of ice — small, precise — struck her cheekbone. The chain instantly released. Falani doubled over, gasping, pulling air into her starving lungs in great ragged gulps. She touched her cheek. Her fingertips came away red.

Blood.

She looked at Ishira, who was still wrestling with the vine. One of its thorns had come within a hair's breadth of piercing her calf. Had Ishira not choked Falani and fired that final precise shot, the thorn would have drawn blood first.

Falani muttered the counter-mantra. The vine released its grip and slithered back into the gap between cobblestones.

Ishira wobbled free, arms flailing — looking far less dignified than a future High Priestess should. Falani laughed despite everything.

"HALT!"

Chandrashekhar's voice boomed through the maze. The illusion dissolved like sugar in hot chai. The mirrors became painted wooden scaffolds. The dome became open sky.

The Pareeksha was over.

And Falani had lost.



The courtyard erupted. Voices — hundreds of them — crashed over Falani like a physical force. After the eerie silence of the maze, the noise was almost unbearable.

Maharani Manjari examined Ishira's leg, then Falani's cheek. The cut was shallow — the ice pellet had barely broken the surface — but blood was blood.

"You are not disappointed, are you?" Falani whispered as her grandmother cleaned the wound with a cloth that smelled sharply of neem.

Manjari's smile was a sunrise. "Not at all. I am proud of everything I saw."

"You saw everything? Even the illusions? Even my mother—"

"You saw your mother?"

"You mean you did not?"

"We saw only you, child. The maze, the mirrors, and the potion did the rest. Chrysanth and her team wove the illusions from the fabric of your own mind — your memories, your fears." Manjari patted her shoulder with a hand that was papery-thin but steady as bedrock. "No one saw what you saw. We will speak more later."

She took Falani's hand and led her to Ishira. With her free hand, she grasped the other young woman's fingers. "You have earned this," Manjari said.

Ishira's face glowed.

Manjari turned to the expectant audience, raising Ishira's hand high. "The High Priestess Heir!" she proclaimed, her voice amplified by Vidya until it rang off the stone walls of Chandrika Durga like a bell. "Ishira Hilaria!"

The applause was a living thing — a roar that rose from the courtyard and climbed the fortress walls and shook the air in Falani's chest. She watched Ishira get swept into a tide of congratulations and felt... relief. Sharp, surprising, undeniable relief.

It was never supposed to be me.

Kshitij approached, and Falani stiffened. The illusion's version of him — cruel, sneering — was still fresh enough to make her flinch.

He noticed. Of course he noticed. "I appeared in your Pareeksha, did I not?"

"You were awful," she said, her voice tight. "If I ever catch you saying those things—"

He laughed — warm, real, nothing like the illusion — and the sound dissolved the last of her fear the way sunlight dissolves frost. "I do not even know what I said! It was not real!"

"Thank the Sun for that."

Karan appeared behind Kshitij. "Was I in it?"

Falani's heart lurched. The memory of the arrow buried in Kshitij's back, Karan's mocking laughter—

"Just... I saw..." she faltered.

"No need to say more," Karan interrupted with a smirk. "I fought with Kshitij again, and this time, I won decisively. Am I right?"

She winced. "Not exactly."

"I won?" Kshitij asked.

Falani's mind flashed back to the arrow between his shoulders. The thud of his body. She suppressed a shudder. "Nobody won. Let us leave it at that."

The evening feast awaited, and Pratap was eager to celebrate with mead and music in the great dining hall. But as Falani allowed herself to be pulled along, she glanced back at the courtyard one last time.

The wooden scaffolds were being dismantled. The painted silver was already peeling. And somewhere in the gaps between the cobblestones, a tiny vine had retreated into the dark earth — waiting, patient, alive.

Just like the feeling in Falani's chest that whispered: your time will come.


  
    Chapter 2: The Prince in Exile

    
    
  
  Karan had not slept a full night in three years, and tonight was no different.

He lay on a straw pallet in a cramped room above a blacksmith's forge in the border town of Millingway, listening to the rhythmic clang of hammer on anvil that leaked through the floorboards like a second heartbeat. The sound was strangely comforting — metal being reshaped, reformed, made useful. He wished someone would do the same for him.

The room smelled of iron filings and coal smoke, with an undertone of the cheap mustard oil the blacksmith's wife used for cooking. Karan's stomach growled. He had eaten only a handful of dry bajra roti and a cup of watered-down dal since morning. Exile did not come with a royal kitchen.

Rudra sat by the single window, his massive frame silhouetted against the thin moonlight, one hand resting on the khadga across his knees. His bodyguard never truly slept — merely descended into a shallow doze from which the crack of a twig could summon him. In the three years since they had fled Rajmandal together, Karan had never once caught Rudra fully unconscious.

"You are thinking too loudly," Rudra murmured without opening his eyes.

"Apologies for the disturbance."

"You were grinding your teeth again. That is the third time tonight."

Karan sat up, pressing his palms against his face. His hands were calloused now — thickened by three years of sword training, labour, and the rough business of surviving without a throne. He was twenty years old and felt sixty. "I cannot stop thinking about Isha."

"We sent the message. It will reach her."

"And if Girish intercepts it?"

Rudra's eyes opened — dark, steady, devoid of panic. "Then we will deal with that when it happens. Worry is a thief, my prince. It steals the energy you will need tomorrow."

Easy for you to say. But Karan knew that was unfair. Rudra had sacrificed everything — his rank, his family, his home — to follow a prince into exile. The man had earned the right to dispense wisdom without being questioned.

Karan swung his legs off the pallet, bare feet hitting cold stone. The chill raced up through his soles and settled in his knees. He pulled on his worn boots — the leather cracked along both heels, held together by twine and stubbornness — and crossed to the window.

Millingway sprawled below in the darkness. A nothing town on the border between Rajmandal and the neutral territories. Population: a few hundred souls who survived on trade, smuggling, and a studied refusal to ask questions. It was the kind of place where a deposed prince could hide in plain sight, provided he kept his mouth shut and his sword sheathed.

Karan had done neither.

In three years, he had built something from nothing. A network. Forty-seven loyalists scattered across the northern territories, each one a former soldier, official, or servant who remembered the old king — Karan's father — with enough love to risk their necks. They passed messages through a chain of dead drops and coded letters. They gathered intelligence on Girish's movements, on Kaalasura's expanding Preta-sena, on the political fissures that were widening daily within the usurper's court.

It was not enough to retake a kingdom. But it was a start.

"The Elvaran delegation arrives tomorrow," Karan said quietly.

"So I have been told. Three riders, travelling under a trade banner."

"What do they want?"

"What everyone wants when they seek out a king in exile." Rudra rose, his joints popping like dry wood in a fire. "They want to know if you are worth backing."



The delegation arrived at noon, cloaked in dust and the pretence of being grain merchants. They were led by a young man with sharp eyes and an Elvaran accent that he did a poor job of disguising. His name was Wesley, and he was a Rider — one of Elvarath's elite scouts who bonded with the serpentine Naag-vamshi and rode them across vast distances.

They met in the back room of a chai stall that served as Karan's unofficial court. The chai-wallah, an old soldier named Devraj who had served Karan's father, poured thick, sweet kadak chai into steel tumblers and retreated without a word. The aroma — cardamom, ginger, and a whisper of black pepper — filled the cramped space and temporarily masked the smell of unwashed bodies and road-dust.

Wesley sat across from Karan, studying him with undisguised curiosity. Karan studied him right back. The young Elvaran was lean and wiry, with the kind of restless energy that spoke of long hours in the saddle. His hands bore the peculiar calluses of a Rider — thickened along the inner fingers where the reins of a Naag-vamshi wore the skin raw.

"You are younger than I expected," Wesley said.

"And you are less diplomatic than I hoped." Karan took a sip of chai. The heat scalded his tongue pleasantly, and the sweetness bloomed against his palate. "Speak plainly. What does Elvarath want?"

Wesley glanced at his two companions — a man and a woman, both armed, both silent. Then he leaned forward. "The High Priestess believes Kaalasura's attention is shifting. He has been consolidating power in Rajmandal for three years, using your uncle as a puppet. But our intelligence suggests he will soon move against Elvarath."

"Your intelligence is correct." Karan set down his tumbler. The steel clinked against the wooden table. "Kaalasura is building a force unlike anything Suryalok has seen. The Preta-sena grows by hundreds every week. Every person who dies in Rajmandal — from famine, disease, or the sword — is conscripted. My uncle cannot control it. I doubt he even understands what he has enabled."

Wesley's jaw tightened. "The High Priestess wants to propose an alliance."

"An alliance requires two parties with something to offer. I am a prince without a kingdom, Wesley. What do I bring to this arrangement?"

"You bring legitimacy. The people of Rajmandal still remember the old king. A significant portion of the military remains loyal to your bloodline. If you were to return—"

"Return?" Karan's laugh was sharp enough to cut glass. "With what army? Forty-seven men and women who can barely afford to feed themselves?"

Rudra spoke from his post by the door, his deep voice a bass note beneath the conversation. "The number is not the point, my prince. It never was. It is about timing."

Karan looked at his bodyguard. Then back at Wesley. "What exactly is the High Priestess proposing?"

Wesley reached into his cloak and produced a folded letter sealed with wax. The seal bore the imprint of the crescent moon — Chandrika Durga's mark. Karan broke it carefully, the wax crumbling between his fingers like dried marigold petals. He unfolded the letter and read.

The room was silent except for the sounds of the street outside — a donkey braying, a vendor calling out the price of onions at twelve paisa per seer, children shrieking in a game of gilli-danda.

When Karan looked up, his expression had changed. The exhaustion was still there, but beneath it, something else was stirring. Something that looked suspiciously like purpose.

"She wants me to retake Rajmandal," he said. "Not as a favour — as a strategic necessity. If Kaalasura's base is destabilised from within, his attention splits. And a split enemy is a weakened enemy."

Wesley nodded. "The Maharani Manjari is wise."

"She is also asking a great deal." Karan folded the letter and slipped it inside his kurta, against his chest. The paper was warm from his hands. "To retake a kingdom, I need more than forty-seven loyalists. I need soldiers. Supplies. Weapons. And above all, I need my people to believe that their prince has returned — not as a beggar, but as a king."

"Which is why the High Priestess has authorised me to offer Elvarath's support," Wesley said. "Three Tantric Mages who specialise in combat Vidya. A supply of enchanted weapons. And intelligence on the locations of Kaalasura's key operatives within your uncle's court."

Karan felt something unfamiliar move through his chest. It was hot and electric and dangerous, like the moment before lightning strikes. Hope. He had been so careful to bury it, to insulate himself with pragmatism and contingency plans. But this — this was real.

"There is a condition," Wesley added.

Of course there was. "Name it."

"When you retake Rajmandal — when, not if — you march south to Elvarath's aid. Whatever forces you command, whatever strength you have rebuilt, you bring it to bear against Kaalasura when the time comes. This is an alliance, Yuvaraj Kashinath. Not charity."

Karan extended his hand. "You have yourself a deal, Rider."

Wesley gripped it. His palm was rough and dry, the handshake firm. "The Maharani will be pleased."



After Wesley and his companions departed — slipping out of Millingway as quietly as they had arrived — Karan sat alone in the back room. The chai had gone cold in his tumbler, a skin of cream forming on the surface. The room was empty now, and the silence was thick enough to taste.

Rudra entered and stood before him. The big man's face was carefully neutral, but Karan knew him well enough to read the question in the set of his shoulders.

"You are wondering if I can do it," Karan said.

"I am wondering if you know what it will cost."

"Everything. It will cost everything."

Rudra sat down — the wooden chair groaned under his weight — and poured himself the remains of the chai. He drank it cold, without complaint. "Your father was a good king. But he was also a trusting man. That trust killed him."

"I know."

"Your uncle is neither good nor trusting. He is a cornered animal with Kaalasura's hand up his back. Cornered animals are the most dangerous."

"I know that too."

"And Kaalasura himself..." Rudra set down the tumbler with a deliberateness that made the steel ring. "Kaalasura is not an animal. He is not a man. He is something else entirely. Something that has been feeding on death for centuries."

Karan met Rudra's eyes. "What is your point, old friend?"

"My point is that you cannot fight him the way your father would have. Honour. Mercy. Fair combat. These are luxuries that belong to kings who sit on thrones, not princes who sleep on straw pallets above blacksmith's forges."

The words landed like stones dropped into still water, sending ripples through Karan's resolve. He wanted to argue. Wanted to insist that he could be the king his father was — just, merciful, beloved. But three years of exile had taught him what his father's example had not: sometimes the right thing and the necessary thing wore different faces.

"I will do what must be done," Karan said quietly. "I will not enjoy it. But I will do it."

Rudra studied him for a long moment. Then he nodded, the ghost of a smile crossing his craggy face. "Good. Then let us begin."



They worked through the night.

By lamplight that flickered with every gust of wind through the cracked window, Karan and Rudra mapped out the bones of a plan. Rudra had the mind of a general — methodical, ruthless, always thinking three moves ahead. Karan brought the thing that Rudra lacked: intimate knowledge of the palace, its passages, its secrets, its people.

"Girish keeps his personal guard at half strength during the monsoon," Karan said, tracing a finger along a rough map scratched onto the back of a grain merchant's ledger. "He always has. He believes rain makes assassination unlikely. Fool."

"When is the monsoon in Rajmandal?"

"Three months. We have three months to gather our forces, coordinate with Elvarath's Tantrics, and position our loyalists."

Rudra tapped the map at a narrow mountain pass. "The Meru Parvat crossing. It is the only viable route for a small force to approach Aashirvaad Nagari undetected."

"Agreed. But we will need a diversion. Something to draw Girish's garrison east while we approach from the west."

They debated, argued, refined. The chai-wallah brought fresh cups at some unholy hour — the liquid scalding and bitter without sugar, the way Rudra preferred it. Karan drank it anyway, the bitterness coating his tongue, keeping him sharp.

By the time dawn bled grey through the window, they had the skeleton of a plan. It was ambitious. It was dangerous. It relied on a dozen things going right and a hundred things not going wrong.

But it was a plan. The first real plan Karan had possessed in three years.

He stood at the window and watched Millingway wake up. A rooster crowed somewhere in the distance, answered by another, then another — a chain of sound rippling outward across the town. A woman emerged from a hut, yawning, her sari wrapped hastily, a brass lota in her hand. Smoke began to curl from cookfires, carrying the first scent of the day — dal being tempered with mustard seeds and curry leaves, the tiny crackling explosions drifting up like a prayer.

Three months. In three months, he would either be a king or a corpse.

Karan preferred the former. But he was prepared for the latter.

"Rudra."

"My prince."

"Send word to our people. All forty-seven. Tell them—" He paused, searching for the right words. Words that would light a fire in bellies long accustomed to cold. Words worthy of the father whose throne he was about to reclaim.

"Tell them the prince is coming home."


  
    Chapter 3: Shadows in Stone

    
    
  
  Two weeks after the Pareeksha, Falani still could not shake the taste of that sweet steam from her memory.

She sat cross-legged on the floor of the Chandrika Durga's vast library, surrounded by towers of ancient scrolls that smelled of aged parchment and sandalwood oil. The silence was the particular kind found only in places where knowledge has accumulated for centuries — dense, expectant, almost alive. Dust motes drifted in the slanted afternoon light like tiny golden insects.

She was supposed to be studying. Guruji Alston — Kshitij's father and one of Elvarath's foremost Tantric scholars — had assigned her three texts on phytonic Vidya, each written in an archaic dialect that made her eyes cross after the first paragraph. But her mind kept circling back to the Pareeksha. Specifically, to the visions.

We will see the ugly in us.

What she had seen was not ugly. It was honest. The fear that Kshitij was using her. The terror of her father's and Fareed's disappointment. The grief of losing her mother — not to death, but to bitterness. The guilt of Vanya's captivity.

These were not flaws. They were fractures. And fractures, if you understood them, could become sources of strength — like the cracks in pottery that Japanese artisans filled with gold.

"You are staring at nothing again," Kshitij said from somewhere behind a shelf.

"I am thinking."

"You have been thinking at that same page for forty minutes. I have been counting."

She twisted around to glare at him. He was leaning against a bookshelf with his arms crossed, his dark hair falling across his forehead in the way that always made her stomach do something inconvenient. He wore the simple dark kurta and dhoti of a Tantric student, the black medallion around his neck glinting against his collarbone.

"Has anyone told you that you are insufferable?" she asked.

"You. Daily. Are you coming to the briefing or not?"



The briefing took place in Maharani Manjari's private study — a circular room at the top of the High Priestess's tower, with windows that overlooked the Meru Parvat range. The mountains were still capped with snow despite the advancing spring, their peaks biting into a sky so blue it hurt to look at. The room smelled of old books and jasmine — the Maharani kept fresh jasmine garlands draped over a small murti of Saraswati in the corner.

Present were Manjari herself, seated behind a desk carved from a single slab of teak; Chandrashekhar, her consort, standing by the window with his hands clasped behind his back; Pratap, Falani's uncle, whose bulk made every chair in the room look like a child's toy; Ishira, the newly appointed High Priestess Heir, standing rigidly with the posture of someone who had not yet grown comfortable with her title; and Falani's brother Farhan, quiet as always, his sapphire medallion glinting beneath the collar of his kurta.

Kshitij and Falani took their places along the wall, standing with the deference expected of those who had not yet been formally invited to sit.

"Intelligence from our scouts in the northern territories," Manjari began without preamble. Her voice was the kind that did not need to be raised — it simply occupied the room like sunlight. "Kaalasura's Preta-sena has crossed the sixty-thousand mark. The undead are concentrated in two formations: one on the Uttari Shikhar, one moving south through the passes."

Silence. The number hung in the air like smoke.

Pratap broke it. "Sixty thousand." He rubbed his face with hands large enough to palm watermelons. "We have, what, three thousand trained Tantrics? Four thousand Riders? Five thousand infantry?"

"Seven thousand civilians who could be armed," Ishira added.

"Armed civilians against undead warriors." Pratap's voice was flat. "That is not an army. That is a massacre."

"Which is why," Manjari said, her dark eyes sweeping the room, "I have sent emissaries to every potential ally. Tejasunaa. The Mahakaya of the southern mountains. And most importantly — the exiled prince of Rajmandal."

Falani felt Farhan shift beside her. She glanced at her brother. His face was the carefully arranged blankness he wore when something affected him deeply — like looking at still water and knowing there was a riptide beneath.

"Karan?" Farhan asked, his voice neutral. "You have made contact with him?"

"Through a Rider named Wesley. The prince has accepted our terms. He will retake Rajmandal and then march south to our aid."

"That is an enormous ask," Kshitij said from his position by the wall. "Retaking a kingdom and then immediately turning your army around to fight a war on someone else's soil? His people will be exhausted."

"His people are already exhausted," Manjari replied calmly. "They have endured three years of Kaalasura's parasitic rule. Another few months of suffering before liberation, followed by a march to Elvarath, is preferable to the alternative — which is Kaalasura consolidating his power and eventually consuming their kingdom entirely."

Kshitij opened his mouth, then closed it. Falani recognised the expression: he disagreed but could not find the flaw in the logic.

"There is another matter," Manjari continued, her tone shifting in a way that made the hair on Falani's arms stand up. "I have reason to believe we have a spy within Chandrika Durga."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Falani felt it in her skin — a prickling, like static before a storm.

"Who?" Pratap demanded, his hand moving instinctively to the khadga at his hip.

"I do not yet know. But certain pieces of intelligence — the timing of the Preta-sena's movements, the precision of Kaalasura's responses to our defensive measures — suggest that someone within our walls is feeding information directly to the enemy."

Chandrashekhar spoke for the first time, his voice rough as weathered stone. "We suspected as much after last month's border incident. The shinskara knew exactly where our patrol routes were weakest. That information was available to only a handful of people."

"Which handful?" Ishira asked, her voice sharp.

"That is what we need to determine," Manjari said. "Quietly. No accusations. No panic. I am telling you this because you are the people I trust most in this world. Beyond this room, this conversation did not happen."

Falani felt the weight of that trust settle on her shoulders like a physical thing. She looked at each face in the room: her grandmother, steady as the mountains outside; Chandrashekhar, grim; Pratap, furious but controlled; Ishira, afraid but refusing to show it; Farhan, unreadable; Kshitij, calculating.

Someone in the fortress was a traitor. And the traitor was helping a creature that fed on death.



After the briefing, Falani found herself walking the ramparts of Chandrika Durga alone. The wind was vicious at this height — it whipped her dupatta against her face and drove icy fingers through the gaps in her shawl. But she needed the cold. She needed the clarity it brought.

The fortress spread below her like a small city. Stone buildings clustered around courtyards, connected by covered walkways and narrow alleys. Smoke rose from a dozen cookfires. The smell of turmeric and onions drifted up from the communal kitchen, mixing with the sharper scent of horse dung from the stables and the faint, ever-present metallic tang that was the signature of concentrated Vidya.

She was thinking about the spy. Her mind kept returning to one name — a name she did not want to think, a name that made her stomach clench with something worse than fear.

Aniruddh.

Aniruddh Forett was a senior Tantric with a vendetta against Pratap that went back decades. A bitter man. A brilliant man. A man who had been passed over for positions he believed he deserved, who had nursed his grievances like a gardener tends poisonous plants — carefully, deliberately, watching them grow.

She had no proof. Only instinct. The kind of instinct that lives in the body rather than the mind, that manifests as a tightening in the gut and a metallic taste on the tongue.

"You look like you are planning something reckless."

Falani turned. Kshitij stood a few paces behind her, his kurta flapping in the wind, his dark eyes amused and concerned in equal measure.

"I am planning something cautious," she corrected.

"With you, those are the same thing."

She could not argue with that. She leaned against the rampart wall, the rough stone pressing through her clothes into her back. "I think it is Aniruddh."

Kshitij's amusement vanished. "That is a serious accusation."

"I am not accusing. I am suspecting."

"On what basis?"

"On the basis that he has hated Pratap for twenty years, he has been quietly opposed to the Maharani's decisions, and last month, he was the one who revised the border patrol schedules. The same schedules the shinskara exploited."

Kshitij was quiet for a long moment. The wind howled between them, carrying the distant sound of a temple bell being struck — the evening aarti was beginning somewhere in the fortress below. The deep, resonant gong vibrated through the stone beneath her feet.

"Even if you are right," Kshitij said slowly, "we cannot move against a senior Tantric without evidence. The consequences of a false accusation—"

"Would be catastrophic. I know." She pushed off the wall. "Which is why we need to watch him. Quietly. Without telling anyone else."

"Falani..."

"I am not asking for your permission, Kshitij. I am asking for your help."

He held her gaze. The wind died for a moment, and in the sudden stillness, she could hear his breathing — steady, deliberate, the breathing of a man who was choosing his next words with extreme care.

"You are going to get us both into enormous trouble," he said.

"Probably."

"And you are going to do this regardless of what I say."

"Definitely."

He sighed — a long, weary exhalation that condensed into mist in the cold air. "Fine. But we do this my way. Careful. Methodical. No impulsive midnight raids on his quarters."

"Agreed." She extended her hand.

He took it. His palm was warm despite the cold, his grip firm. She felt the calluses on his fingers — the marks of a man who wielded fire Vidya, whose skin had toughened against heat the way a potter's hands harden against the kiln.

"Partners," she said.

"Partners," he agreed, and the word settled between them like a promise made in stone.



That night, Falani could not sleep.

She lay in her bed in the guest quarters, staring at the ceiling, listening to the fortress breathe around her. Stone buildings had their own language at night — the creak of settling walls, the whisper of wind through arrow slits, the distant drip of water from somewhere deep in the foundations. The wool blanket was rough against her chin, and the pillow smelled faintly of dried neem — the fortress's remedy against lice.

Her mind would not stop. It spun like a potter's wheel, shaping and reshaping the same lump of clay. The spy. The war. The Preta-sena. Kaalasura. Sixty thousand undead, and the number growing every day.

And somewhere, in a kingdom to the north, a prince she barely knew was preparing to do something impossibly brave or impossibly foolish. She was not sure which. Perhaps there was no difference.

She thought about her brother Farhan. During the briefing, he had said almost nothing. But she had caught him fingering the sapphire medallion at his neck — a nervous habit she recognised from childhood. The medallion was important. She did not know why. The Maharani had given it to him years ago, and no one spoke about it.

What are you hiding, brother?

She turned on her side. Through the narrow window, she could see a sliver of sky — black, cloudless, blazing with stars. The same stars that burned over Rajmandal, over Tejasunaa, over every kingdom in Suryalok. The same stars that watched, indifferent, as a darkness gathered in the north.

Falani closed her eyes. Sleep came eventually, but it was thin and restless, punctured by dreams of mirror mazes and ice arrows and a brother whose secrets she could not quite reach.

Somewhere in the fortress, a door opened and closed with the softest of clicks.

Someone was moving through Chandrika Durga in the dead of night.

And Falani, who had taught herself to sleep with one ear open, heard it.


  
    Chapter 4: The Night the Moon Fell

    
    
  
  Karan could not sleep because of the cold. Falani could not sleep because of the door.

She had heard it — the softest click, barely louder than a heartbeat — and now she was wide awake, her body rigid beneath the wool blanket, every nerve singing with the electric awareness that something was wrong.

She counted to thirty. Forced herself to breathe slowly. Then she slipped out of bed, her bare feet hitting the cold stone floor with a shock that raced up her shins and settled in her teeth. She pulled on her boots — no time for socks — and wrapped her dark shawl around her shoulders. The fabric was coarse against her neck, but warmth was secondary. Stealth was everything.

The corridor outside her quarters was empty. Moonlight fell through the arrow slits in pale bars, painting the stone floor in alternating stripes of silver and shadow. The fortress smelled different at night — the daytime scents of cooking and bodies and horse dung retreated, replaced by damp stone, cold air, and something she could only describe as the smell of age itself. Like opening a trunk that had been sealed for a hundred years.

She moved on instinct, bare-soled inside her boots so her footfalls made no sound. The corridor branched. Left led to the communal quarters. Right led upward — toward the High Priestess's tower.

She went right.



In the northern kingdom of Rajmandal, Karan was also awake — but for different reasons.

He stood in the doorway of the blacksmith's forge, watching the empty street. It was well past midnight. Millingway was dead quiet except for a dog barking somewhere in the distance and the occasional creak of a wooden shutter in the wind.

Rudra was inside, sharpening his khadga. The sound was rhythmic and soothing — steel on whetstone, a long musical scrape that repeated every four seconds with the precision of a metronome.

"Something feels wrong," Karan said.

Rudra did not look up. "Define wrong."

"I cannot. It is a feeling. Like the air before a thunderstorm — heavy, charged."

"You have been saying that since the Elvaran delegation left."

"And I have been right every time I have said it in the past three years."

That made Rudra pause. He set down the whetstone and rose, his massive frame filling the doorway beside Karan. They stood together, two silhouettes against the forge's dying orange glow, and stared into the darkness.

"Send a message to our contact inside the palace," Karan said. "I want to know my uncle's movements for the next forty-eight hours."

"It will take three days for a message to reach Aashirvaad Nagari."

"Then send it now. Every hour we delay is an hour wasted."

Rudra disappeared into the forge. Karan remained, watching the street, the metallic tang of cooling iron mingling with the cold night air. His instincts had kept him alive for three years. He had learned to trust them the way a sailor trusts the wind — not because it was always right, but because ignoring it was always worse.

Something was happening. He could feel it in his bones, in the marrow, in the place where fear and certainty became indistinguishable.



Falani climbed the tower stairs in darkness.

The spiral staircase wound upward through the heart of the High Priestess's tower — a column of stone that had stood for eight hundred years. Each step was worn smooth by centuries of feet, and Falani had to brace her hand against the wall to avoid slipping. The stone was damp and cold beneath her palm, the texture of it gritty, like touching a cat's tongue.

She heard voices. Faint. Coming from above.

She froze, pressing herself into the curved wall. Her heart hammered so loud she was certain it would betray her. She forced it down — breathe in, hold, breathe out — and strained to listen.

Footsteps. More than one person. Moving quickly, but trying to be quiet. And a sound that made her blood ice over: the soft, wet whisper of a blade being drawn from a leather sheath.

The guards.

She looked down the stairwell. She should go back. Get help. Alert someone. That was the rational thing. The safe thing.

But rational and safe had never been Falani's strongest qualities.

She climbed faster, taking the stairs two at a time, her hand sliding along the wall for balance. The voices grew louder. She caught fragments — Rajmandal dialect, urgent and clipped: "Jaldi karo! Jaldi!" Hurry.

She emerged onto the landing outside the High Priestess's private chambers and her body went cold.

Two Tejasunaa guards lay on the floor. Their throats had been cut — clean, precise, the work of someone who had done this many times before. Blood pooled beneath them, black in the moonlight, spreading slowly across the stone like spilled ink. The smell hit her — copper and salt and something underneath that was organic and terrible, the smell of a body surrendering its contents.

The doors to the chambers were ajar.

From inside, she heard a sound that would haunt her for the rest of her life: the brief, choked gasp of someone trying to scream through a pillow pressed against their face.

Falani's hands moved before her brain caught up. Mantras tumbled from her lips — phytonic Vidya, plant magic, the only weapon she had. She slammed the doors open with her shoulder and—

The room was moonlit. The white curtains billowed from an open window, letting cold air pour in. A four-poster bed. And on it—

Maharani Manjari. Eyes open. Face pale as milk. Utterly, horribly still.

Beside her, Chandrashekhar — crumpled, his arm flung across his wife's body, blood from scratches on his hands staining the white bedsheets in dark ribbons.

And a figure — dark-cloaked, moving fast — vaulting through the open window into the night.

"No!" Falani screamed. She lunged toward the window, but her foot caught the edge of the carpet and she stumbled, slamming her knee against the stone floor hard enough to see stars. By the time she reached the window, the figure was gone — swallowed by the darkness and the fortress's labyrinthine rooftops.

She turned back to the bed. Her hands were shaking so violently she could barely control them. She touched the Maharani's face — cold, the skin already losing the warmth that had made it human. She pressed her ear to Manjari's chest.

Nothing. No heartbeat. No breath. Just silence where life should have been.

"No, no, no..." Falani whispered, the words dissolving into sobs that racked her body.

Chandrashekhar. She scrambled to his side. His face was grey, his breathing shallow and ragged, like air being pushed through a collapsed tunnel. He was alive — barely. His nails were torn and bloody — he had fought. They had both fought.

Falani screamed for help. The sound ripped through the tower and bounced off every stone surface, carried by the architectural acoustics that had been designed to amplify the High Priestess's voice during ceremonies. Within seconds, she heard the thunder of boots on the stairwell.



Karan was right. Something had been wrong.

The message reached him nine days later — carried by a breathless rider on a half-dead horse, the animal's flanks lathered with foam, its breath coming in great shuddering gusts that sprayed Karan's face with warm, sour-smelling moisture.

The rider was one of their own. A woman named Priya, who ran a textile stall in Aashirvaad Nagari as cover for her intelligence work. She was gaunt from the hard ride, her lips cracked, her eyes wild.

"The Maharani of Elvarath," she gasped, half-falling from the saddle. Rudra caught her. "Assassinated. Rohendran agents. Your uncle's mercenaries."

The world tilted. Karan gripped the stable post, the rough wood biting into his palm. "When?"

"Nine days ago. The Consort survived but barely. It was — " Priya swallowed, her throat working. " — it was meant to be both of them."

Karan's mind raced even as his stomach dropped. "Who did it?"

"They caught one of them. A young man. Rohendran. One of Girish's paid killers."

Rudra's face had turned to granite. "Name?"

"They call him Jagat. He had a partner — a woman with a birthmark. They call her Meera."

Something shifted in Rudra's expression. A crack in the granite. Karan caught it — the briefest flicker of something raw and personal — before the mask returned.

"You know them," Karan said. It was not a question.

Rudra's jaw worked. "I raised them," he said, his voice like stone grinding against stone. "Before they betrayed everything I taught them and sold their khadgas to your uncle."

The silence that followed was the heaviest thing Karan had ever carried. Heavier than exile. Heavier than the crown he had not yet worn.

"Rudra—"

"Not now, my prince." The big man's voice was controlled, but his hands — those massive, steady hands that could disarm two men simultaneously — were trembling. "Not now."

Karan nodded. He turned back to Priya. "What else?"

"Elvarath is in chaos. The new High Priestess — Ishira — has taken command. But there is fear everywhere. And your uncle's agents..." She paused, catching her breath. "They escaped. The woman and a Tantric named Aniruddh. They escaped the fortress."

Aniruddh.

The name detonated in Karan's mind like one of Ratan's explosive devices. The spy. The traitor within Chandrika Durga. It had been Aniruddh all along — not just feeding intelligence, but actively participating in the assassination of the most powerful Tantric alive.

"This changes everything," Karan said.

"It accelerates everything," Rudra corrected, his voice back to its usual steadiness, whatever pain he carried now locked behind professional discipline. "If the Maharani is dead, Elvarath's magical defences are critically weakened. Kaalasura will exploit that immediately. We do not have three months anymore, my prince."

"How long?"

"Weeks. Perhaps less."

Karan closed his eyes. The plan they had spent nights crafting — careful, methodical, three months of preparation — was now worthless. He had to improvise. Had to move with a speed that left no room for error and no margin for failure.

He opened his eyes. "Send word to all forty-seven. Immediately. The timeline has moved up. We march for Aashirvaad Nagari in ten days."

"Ten days is not enough—"

"It will have to be enough." Karan's voice was quiet, but it carried the weight of a man who had just watched the last safety net beneath him catch fire. "And Rudra — the three Elvaran Tantrics that Wesley promised. I need them here in five days."

Rudra stared at him. "That is impossible."

"Then make it possible. Send Priya back with the request. She can ride the same horse — "

"The horse is dead on its feet."

"Then find another horse!" Karan snapped, and immediately regretted it. He pressed his palms against his eyes. "I am sorry. I know this is..." He could not find the word. There was no word for the convergence of grief, fury, urgency, and the bone-deep certainty that the world was tilting toward an abyss.

Rudra placed a hand on his shoulder. The weight of it — heavy, warm, steady — was the only anchor Karan had. "I will make it happen," Rudra said simply. "That is what I do."

He turned and walked into the forge. Karan heard him speaking to Priya in low, rapid Rajmandal — arranging supplies, routes, contingencies. The efficiency of a general who had spent decades turning chaos into order.

Karan stood alone in the stable yard. The dead horse — it had collapsed on its side, its great flanks still heaving with the last of its strength — exhaled one final breath, hot and sour against Karan's leg. Then it was still.

He knelt beside it. Placed his hand on its neck. The coarse mane was damp with sweat, the skin beneath still warm. "Thank you," he whispered. It seemed important to say. In a world where so many sacrificed so much for causes they did not choose, the least he could do was acknowledge it.

Then he stood, wiped his eyes, and went inside to redraw his plans.



Back in Chandrika Durga, the grief was a physical presence.

It sat in every room like an uninvited guest. It filled the corridors with silence where there should have been conversation. It turned meals into funeral rites — food that tasted of nothing, served in a hall where no one spoke above a whisper.

Falani had not cried since the night of the assassination. She had screamed, sobbed, fallen apart in the High Priestess's chambers while guards and Tantrics swarmed around her. But since then — nothing. She was dry. Hollowed out. A vessel emptied of everything except a cold, hard purpose that sat in her chest like a stone.

She stood in the chamber where her grandmother had died. The bed had been stripped. The bloodstains scrubbed. The window sealed. But the room still smelled faintly of jasmine — Manjari's signature — and that smell was worse than any bloodstain. It was the ghost of a living woman, lingering in a dead woman's room.

Kshitij stood behind her. He had been there for twenty minutes, saying nothing, simply present. She was grateful for his silence. Words were useless now. They bounced off the surface of her grief like pebbles off armour.

"Chandrashekhar will live," she said finally. "The Tantric healers are confident."

"I know."

"Aniruddh escaped."

"I know."

She turned to face him. Her eyes were dry and her voice was steady and both of these things terrified her because she knew what they meant. They meant the grief had calcified into something harder, something that would not dissolve in tears but would have to be burned out through action.

"I was right about him," she said. "And because I did nothing — because we decided to watch and wait and be careful and methodical — my grandmother is dead."

Kshitij's face tightened. "Falani—"

"Do not." She held up a hand. "Do not tell me it is not my fault. I know the logic. I know that even if we had confronted him, we had no proof, and he would have denied everything. I know that the assassination was planned long before I suspected him. I know all of that."

"Then what—"

"I am telling you that logic does not matter. Not right now. Right now, I need to feel this — this rage, this guilt, this... this burning thing inside me that wants to rip Aniruddh apart with my bare hands. I need to feel it because the alternative is to go numb, and if I go numb, I will be useless."

Kshitij stepped forward and took her hands. His palms were warm — always warm, the hands of a fire Tantric — and the heat of them against her icy fingers was so startling that she almost pulled away. Almost.

"Then feel it," he said quietly. "All of it. I am here."

She did not cry. But she leaned into him, forehead against his chest, and allowed herself to shake. His kurta smelled of smoke and sandalwood soap and the faintest trace of sweat, and his heartbeat was steady against her temple — a metronome of life in a fortress that had been touched by death.

They stood like that until the jasmine scent faded and the room was just a room again.


  
    Chapter 5: The Lizard and the Elf

    
    
  
  Shesha's temper had been foul for nine days, and the Elf was making it worse.

The Naga-vanshi elder crouched on a rocky ledge overlooking a canyon in the northern reaches of Rajmandal, his reptilian skin shifting colour with every subtle movement — ochre to rust to the burnt orange of the surrounding stone. His camouflage was instinctive, effortless, a birthright of his kind. His keen nostrils flared, pulling in the cold air and sorting its contents with the precision of a master perfumer: dust, iron-rich stone, the distant musk of a mountain goat, and — underneath everything — the sweet, nauseating stench of rotting flesh.

The Preta-sena. Even from this distance, the smell was unmistakable.

"Stupid Elf," Shesha muttered in the clicks and hisses of his native tongue. "Always showing off. Look at you — lying there half-dazed while I play nursemaid yet again. The things I do for ungrateful immortals."

Tanay lay on the rocky soil a few paces behind him, one arm draped across his eyes. His dark clothes were stained with sweat and grime, his black hair matted into clumps that would require a comb and considerable patience to untangle. His pointed ears, however, remained disguised — a low-level illusion gave them the rounded appearance of human ears, a precaution against unfriendly encounters. Five hundred years of survival had taught Tanay that caution was not cowardice but architecture.

"Well, excuse me, O venerable one," Tanay murmured in Common Tongue, not bothering to move. "I did not ask to accompany you on this mission."

"You most certainly did. You said, and I quote: 'Shesha, the Vanachari must know what Kaalasura is building in the north. I shall teleport us there.'" The clicks of Shesha's tongue carried exasperation like a vessel carries water — naturally, effortlessly, to overflowing. "Five teleportations. Nine days. A journey that would have taken two months on horseback. And now you lie there like a hatchling who has eaten too many river stones."

"Teleporting across a continent is not a trivial exercise."

"Then perhaps you should not have done it five times."

Tanay sat up, rubbing his temples. His silver eyes — the mark of the Vanachari, ancient and unsettling in their depth — were bloodshot with exhaustion. "I got us here, did I not?"

"You got us to the top of a canyon in the middle of nowhere. Congratulations."

"The middle of nowhere is precisely where we need to be." Tanay pointed north, toward the vast open plains known as the Steppes. "The Preta-sena are on the other side of this rock."

Shesha snorted. "I can smell them."

"Then you know I chose our position well."

The Naga-vanshi grumbled but could not argue. From this elevated vantage point, they could observe the undead formations without being detected. The canyon walls provided natural concealment, and the tributary of the great River Barros that ran below offered fresh water and — if Shesha's nose was accurate, which it always was — a population of fat fish.

"I will hunt for food," Shesha announced.

"But I am hardly recovered!"

"You are talking. That is recovery enough. Stay hidden, stay quiet. You do not have camouflage like I do." He slinked off the ledge before Tanay could protest, his body rippling through a spectrum of earthy tones as he descended the canyon wall with the fluid grace of a creature born to climb.



The waterfall was a gift.

Shesha heard it before he saw it — a deep, throaty roar that vibrated through the stone beneath his clawed feet. He followed the sound through a narrow ravine, the walls pressing close enough to touch on both sides, their surfaces slick with spray. The moisture clung to his scales like a second skin, cool and invigorating after days of dry travel.

He emerged into a pool at the waterfall's base. The water was clear and cold and alive with fish — silver-scaled creatures that darted through the shallows like liquid metal. Shesha was a patient hunter. He crouched at the water's edge, perfectly still, his camouflage rendering him virtually invisible against the wet rock. The spray coated his face, tasting faintly of minerals and mountain herbs.

He waited. His tongue flickered out, reading the water's vibrations. One fish... two... a third, larger than the others, swimming toward the shallows where the current was slower.

His hand shot into the water. The cold was a shock — it clamped around his forearm like a vice — but his claws closed around the fish's body with the speed and certainty of ten thousand years of predatory evolution. The fish thrashed, scales rasping against his palm, tail slapping the surface. He hauled it out and dispatched it with a quick, merciful twist.

Three more. His belly was full by the time he finished, the taste of raw fish — clean, slightly sweet, with a mineraly aftertaste — settling pleasantly in his stomach. He carried the rest back for Tanay, wrapped in broad leaves he stripped from a plant growing near the pool's edge.



By the time Shesha returned, the sun was setting. He found Tanay roasting meat — the Elf had somehow conjured a small, smokeless fire using Vidya — and eating with the slow deliberation of someone whose body was still recovering from enormous magical exertion.

"The Preta are on the other side of this rock, Shesha," Tanay murmured between bites. His colour was better — less grey, more of the pale luminosity that was natural to his kind.

"I know. I circled the perimeter." Shesha settled onto a flat stone, tucking his legs beneath him. The rock was warm from the day's sun, and the heat seeped into his aching joints. "The numbers are worse than we feared."

Tanay stopped chewing. "How many?"

"Thousands upon thousands. Spread across the plains south of the Steppes like a carpet of death. And they are not just Rajmandal dead. I saw Elvaran faces among them. Recent ones."

The Elf set down his food. His silver eyes grew distant — the look of a being who had witnessed civilisations rise and fall and was seeing the cycle begin again. "He is feeding on the border villages."

"It is worse than feeding. He is harvesting. The Preta-sena move through settlements at night, killing everyone, and the dead rise before dawn to join the march south."

Silence fell between them. The fire crackled softly — the only sound besides the distant waterfall and the wind moving through the canyon like a restless spirit.

"We have to warn Elvarath," Shesha said.

"That was always the plan."

"The plan was also to gather intelligence for the Vanachari council. But I am telling you now, Elf — intelligence is worthless if there is no one left alive to hear it. Kaalasura is moving faster than we anticipated. If we delay—"

"I need at least another day before I can teleport again."

Shesha hissed in frustration. "Then I shall scout further tonight. There are things I can observe that you cannot — I move in darkness as naturally as you breathe."

Tanay nodded slowly. "Be careful. The Preta have no senses of their own, but Kaalasura sees through them. If he detects you—"

"He will not detect me. I have been hiding from things far older and more dangerous than a human sorcerer with delusions of immortality."

A ghost of a smile crossed Tanay's exhausted face. "I sometimes forget how old you are, Shesha."

"That is because you are young. Five hundred years." Shesha clicked his tongue dismissively. "A blink."



Night on the Steppes was a different world.

Shesha moved through it like smoke — silent, colourless, all but invisible even to eyes that knew what to look for. His scales cycled through shades of black and deep blue, matching the starlit ground with a precision that would have made any artist weep with envy.

The smell was the worst part. The closer he got to the Preta-sena encampment — if it could be called that, for the undead did not camp so much as... congregate — the thicker the stench became. Rot and decay, yes, but also something else: an acrid, chemical undertone that burned the lining of his nostrils. The smell of corrupted Vidya. Dark magic that animated dead flesh and bound it to a single will.

He crouched behind a boulder and observed.

The plains were covered in bodies. Not corpses — the word implied stillness, finality. These were standing, swaying, shuffling. Thousands of them, moving in slow, purposeless patterns like leaves caught in an eddy. Men and women of Rajmandal, their skin grey, their eyes vacant, their clothes hanging in tatters. Among them, fresher additions — Elvaran villagers, their colourful garments now stained with death.

Shesha counted. His Naga-vanshi mind, evolved for tracking prey across vast distances, was ideally suited for estimation. He counted rows and columns, factored in density, adjusted for the groups he could not see behind the low hills to the north.

The number made his blood run cold.

Eighty thousand. Perhaps more.

And beyond the shuffling mass, on the edge of the Steppes where the terrain rose toward the Uttari Shikhar mountains, he saw something that stopped his reptilian heart for a full beat.

Movement. Massive movement. Dark shapes against the star-pricked sky, each one the size of a house. They moved on four legs, their silhouettes wrong — too broad, too hunched, with heads that seemed to split open at the top like cracked earth.

Asur-gotra. Demon-kin. The giants that served as Kaalasura's shock troops — living siege engines of flesh and bone and fury.

Shesha counted twelve. Twelve was enough to level a fortress.

He retreated, his mind churning. The intelligence they had gathered was no longer merely important. It was existential. If Elvarath did not know what was coming — the exact scale, the exact speed, the exact composition of the force — they would be crushed without ever understanding what had hit them.



"Eighty thousand Preta. Twelve Asur-gotra. And they are moving south," Shesha reported, his voice flat with the forced calm of a being who understood that panic was a luxury he could not afford.

Tanay sat cross-legged on the canyon floor, his face lit by the low glow of the dying fire. The flames painted his sharp features in shades of amber and shadow, making him look like a painting from an ancient temple — beautiful, ageless, and terribly sad.

"Eighty thousand," the Elf repeated.

"Perhaps more. I could not see beyond the northern ridge."

Tanay closed his eyes. When he opened them, the exhaustion was still there, but it had been joined by something harder — determination, crystallised from despair the way diamonds form from pressure.

"We leave tomorrow," he said. "I will teleport us directly to the Vanachari settlement near Pushpa Ghati. From there, I will send word to Elvarath through the Pari-jan. And then..." He paused, his silver eyes meeting Shesha's unblinking gaze. "We begin gathering allies."

"The Vanachari will not be enough."

"No. We need the Ekashringa — the unicorns. And the Maha-Naag."

Shesha's tongue flickered in surprise. "The Maha-Naag have not been seen in living memory. Not even in my living memory, and I have been alive considerably longer than you."

"I have heard rumours," Tanay said carefully. "Whispers from the Northern Ridges. The ancient Serpents did not die. They... transformed. Became something else."

"That is a story mothers tell hatchlings to make them eat their prey."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps there is truth in it." Tanay rose, dusting off his clothes — a futile gesture given their state. "We will find out. But first, we warn Elvarath. Everything else is secondary."

Shesha grunted in agreement. "And what of the prophecy?"

The question hung in the air like the smell of the campfire — pervasive, impossible to ignore.

"The prophecy will unfold as it must," Tanay said. "Our task is to ensure that when it does, there are still people alive to witness it."

He stared north, toward the mass of death that was marching inexorably south, and for the first time in five hundred years of existence, Tanay the Vanachari felt something he had never truly experienced before.

Fear.

Not the cool, intellectual acknowledgment of danger that his kind called caution. Not the calculated risk assessment that had kept him alive for centuries. This was raw, visceral, animal fear — the kind that clenches the gut and floods the mouth with the taste of copper and makes the hands tremble no matter how hard you try to still them.

The Pari-jan — Vanya, with her fierce spirit and growing belly — had changed him. She had cracked open the emotional armour that five centuries of Vanachari existence had welded shut, and now feelings poured through the breach like water through a dam.

He was afraid. Not for himself. For everyone.

"Rest, Elf," Shesha said, his voice unusually gentle. "I will keep watch."

Tanay nodded and lay down, pulling his cloak around him. Sleep came quickly — the kind of deep, dreamless sleep that only total exhaustion can produce.

Shesha watched through the night, his camouflaged body a sentinel against the starlit sky, his keen eyes scanning the darkness for threats that he knew, with cold certainty, were coming.

The wind shifted. From the north, it carried the smell of death.

From the south, carried on the same wind, the faintest trace of jasmine.

Shesha did not know what it meant. But his instincts — honed over millennia — told him it was important.


  
    Chapter 6: The Weight of Secrets

    
    
  
  Falani had been watching Aniruddh's empty quarters for three weeks when she found what she was not looking for.

Not evidence of treachery — Aniruddh had fled, and his rooms had been stripped of anything useful by Ishira's investigators within hours of the assassination. What Falani found instead was a loose stone behind the wooden almirah, and behind the stone, a cavity the size of a fist, and inside the cavity, a folded piece of parchment that the investigators had missed because nobody had thought to move the almirah.

She sat on the floor of the empty room, cross-legged, and unfolded the parchment with fingers that trembled despite her best efforts. The room smelled of abandonment — dust, stale air, the ghost of incense that Aniruddh had burned during his meditations. The stone floor was cold through her salwar, and she could feel the chill creeping up through her hips into her spine.

The parchment was a map. Not of Chandrika Durga — she had expected that — but of something far more unexpected. It showed a network of tunnels beneath the fortress, passages she had never heard of, stretching from the foundation level down into the mountain itself. Several points were marked with small circles and annotations in a script she did not recognise.

"What are you doing here?"

Falani's heart lurched. She spun around, hand instinctively reaching for a mantra, and found Farhan standing in the doorway. Her brother's expression was unreadable — the carefully arranged blankness he had perfected over years of keeping secrets.

"I could ask you the same thing," she said, standing quickly and dusting off her clothes. The parchment crinkled in her fist.

"I saw the door ajar. No one is supposed to be in Aniruddh's quarters." Farhan stepped inside, his eyes sweeping the room with the systematic attention of someone who had been trained to observe. "What is that?"

She could have lied. Could have said it was nothing. But this was Farhan — her brother, the one person besides Kshitij she trusted without reservation. She handed him the parchment.

He studied it, his face cycling through recognition, confusion, and something that looked disturbingly like alarm. He touched his sapphire medallion — that nervous gesture again — and when he spoke, his voice was careful.

"Tunnels. I have heard... rumours. Grandmother spoke of them once, years ago, when I was young enough that she thought I would forget." He traced a finger along one of the tunnel routes. "She said the founders of Chandrika Durga built escape routes in case the fortress was ever besieged."

"Then why does Aniruddh have a map of them?"

The question sat between them like an unexploded device.

"Because he was planning something beyond the assassination," Farhan said slowly. "Or he was preparing an escape route. Or—" He stopped, jaw tightening.

"Or what?"

Farhan folded the map and slipped it inside his kurta. "Or someone is using those tunnels right now. Come with me."



They found Kshitij in the training courtyard, running through fire mantras with the controlled fury of a man who needed to burn something and was running out of acceptable targets. Flames spiralled from his palms in tight, disciplined patterns — crimson and gold — before dissipating into steam as they hit the cold morning air. The heat was palpable even from ten paces away, pressing against Falani's face like an open oven door. Sweat plastered Kshitij's dark hair to his forehead, and his kurta was damp across the shoulders.

"We need to talk," Falani said.

He extinguished his flames with a sharp exhale. Steam hissed from his palms, and the sudden absence of heat made the courtyard air feel doubly cold. "About?"

Farhan produced the map. The three of them huddled in the corner of the courtyard, behind a stack of wooden training dummies that smelled of sawdust and old sweat. Falani explained where she had found it. Kshitij examined the map, turning it in his hands, holding it up to the light.

"These annotations," he said, pointing to the unfamiliar script beside the circled points. "I have seen this before. It is a code used by Kaalasura's agents — a cipher based on the old Rajmandal dialect."

Falani stared at him. "How do you know that?"

Kshitij was quiet for a moment. The silence had a texture to it — heavy, reluctant, like something being dragged into the light against its will. He looked at Farhan, then back at Falani, and she saw something shift behind his eyes. A decision.

"Because the Maharani tasked me with studying Kaalasura's communication methods," he said. "Two years ago. Secretly. She believed that understanding the enemy's language was as important as understanding his army."

"Two years," Falani repeated. "You have been doing intelligence work for my grandmother for two years, and you never told me."

"I was sworn to secrecy."

"By a woman who is now dead."

The words were sharper than she intended. Kshitij flinched — a micro-expression, there and gone, but she caught it. Farhan placed a calming hand on her arm. His palm was cool and steady.

"He is right, Falani. Grandmother swore many of us to secrecy about many things." Farhan's voice carried a weight that suggested he knew exactly what he was talking about. "The question now is what these annotations say."

Kshitij took a deep breath. "Give me an hour. I will need my codex — it is in my quarters."



An hour later, the three of them sat in Falani's room — the most private space available, as the communal areas were too crowded with grieving Tantrics and displaced civilians who had fled the border regions. Falani had bolted the door and drawn the curtains. The room was lit by a single oil lamp, its flame casting trembling shadows on the walls. The smell of mustard oil — the lamp's fuel — mixed with the faint floral scent of the dried mogra flowers Falani kept in a clay pot on the windowsill.

Kshitij had decoded the annotations. His face was grim.

"The circled points are locations within the tunnels," he said, pointing to each one on the map spread across the bed. "This first one is labelled 'storage'. This second — 'access point to main courtyard'. This third..." He paused. His jaw worked. "This third is labelled 'target'."

"Target?" Farhan leaned in. "What target?"

"It does not specify. But based on its position — directly beneath the High Priestess's tower — I would guess it refers to the Maharani's chambers."

The silence was absolute. Falani could hear her own heartbeat, could feel the pulse in her throat.

"He used the tunnels," she whispered. "That is how Aniruddh's people got in and out without being detected by the fortress wards. The wards cover the walls, the gates, the windows — but not the underground passages, because no one knew they existed."

"Someone knew," Farhan said quietly. "Grandmother knew. And Aniruddh found out."

"The question is whether there are more agents down there right now," Kshitij said. "Aniruddh escaped, but he had accomplices — the Rajmandal assassins, Meera and Jagat, and a Tantric named Ratan. Any or all of them could still be using the tunnels."

Farhan stood. "We have to tell Ishira."

"Agreed," Kshitij said.

Falani grabbed her brother's arm before he could leave. "Wait. Before we do — Farhan, I need you to tell me something."

He looked at her hand on his arm, then at her face. "What?"

"The medallion." She pointed at the sapphire pendant visible at his collar. "What is it? Why do you touch it every time something frightens you? Why did Grandmother give it to you, and why does no one ever talk about it?"

The silence returned — thicker this time, charged with the kind of tension that precedes either truth or evasion. Farhan's eyes moved to Kshitij, who met them with an expression that said, It is your choice.

They both knew. Kshitij and Farhan both knew something about that medallion, and they had kept it from her.

"Farhan."

Her brother closed his eyes. When he opened them, the blankness was gone, replaced by something raw and tired — the look of a man who has been carrying a weight for so long that he has forgotten what his spine looks like without it.

"I am not what you think I am, Falani," he said.

"Then tell me what you are."

He reached up and unclasped the medallion from his neck. The sapphire caught the lamplight — deep blue, almost black, with veins of silver that pulsed faintly with contained Vidya. He held it in his palm, then set it down on the bed beside the map.

The effect was immediate. The oil lamp flickered violently. The dried mogra flowers on the windowsill — dead, preserved, purely decorative — suddenly burst into fresh bloom, petals unfurling with a soft rustle that was barely audible but unmistakable. The room filled with the intoxicating scent of fresh jasmine-mogra, dense and sweet.

Falani stared at the flowers. Then at her brother. Then at the medallion.

"That was me," Farhan said quietly. "Or rather, that was what happens when the medallion is not touching my skin. My presence... negates magic. Cancels it. Any Vidya within a certain range of me simply ceases to function. The medallion blocks my negation — keeps it contained. Without it, every Tantric near me would lose their powers."

"Negation," Falani breathed. The word felt alien in her mouth. "You... cancel magic."

"It is not something I control. It is not an ability I can activate or deactivate. It is simply what I am. Grandmother discovered it when I was a child. She forged the medallion herself — nearly killed her, the effort it took. She swore everyone who knew to secrecy."

"Who knew?"

"Grandmother, Grandfather, Pratap, and..." Farhan glanced at Kshitij. "Kshitij. He was present when the discovery was made."

Falani turned to Kshitij. The hurt was there — not a sharp pain but a dull, spreading ache, like a bruise pressed. "All this time."

"I am sorry," Kshitij said, and he meant it — she could see it in the way he held her gaze without flinching, without deflecting. "I wanted to tell you. More times than I can count."

She picked up the medallion. It was warm from Farhan's skin, smooth, and heavier than it looked. The moment it left the bed, the mogra flowers wilted — their fresh petals curling inward, browning at the edges, returning to their dried state in seconds. The scent faded, replaced by the flat, dusty smell of dead flowers.

"The prophecy," she said slowly, pieces clicking into place with the horrible inevitability of a lock turning. "Born of light and darkness, two worlds combined. Father from Tejasunaa — the kingdom of the sun. Mother from Elvarath — the kingdom of the moon. Innermost and limitless shakti. Not power in the traditional sense. Power that is inherent, passive, always present."

Farhan nodded miserably. "Grandmother believed I was the Child of Enlightenment. Then she decided I was not — because I have no magic. My negation is the opposite of magic. But the Vanachari — the Elf called Tanay — he believes differently."

"You have spoken with the Elf?"

"Once. Through Vanya, when she was still imprisoned. He sent a message. He believes the prophecy has been misinterpreted — that 'innermost' means inherent, and 'limitless power' does not mean the ability to wield magic, but the ability to unmake it."

The implications cascaded through Falani's mind like dominoes. If Farhan was the Child of Enlightenment — if his negation was the weapon meant to destroy Kaalasura — then everything hinged on getting him close enough to the Usurper to use it. And everything Kaalasura was doing — the Preta-sena, the invasions, the assassination of the Maharani — was designed to either capture Farhan or destroy Elvarath before the prophecy could be fulfilled.

"Does Kaalasura know?" she asked.

"Not yet. We think. But Aniruddh was in the fortress for years. If he overheard anything—"

"Then we are running out of time."

Falani handed the medallion back to Farhan, who clasped it around his neck with the urgency of someone replacing armour. The mogra stayed dead. The lamp burned steady again.

"We tell Ishira about the tunnels," Falani said. "We do not tell her about you. Not yet. Not until we understand more."

"Agreed," Farhan said.

"And Kshitij — I need everything you have decoded from Kaalasura's communications. Everything. No more secrets between us."

He nodded. "No more secrets."

She looked at both of them — her brother, carrying the weight of a prophecy he had not chosen; and the man she was falling in love with, carrying the weight of oaths he had not wanted to keep. Both of them had been trying to protect her. Both of them had failed, because protection built on silence is a house built on sand.

"Good," she said. "Now let us go find out what is living in those tunnels."


  
    Chapter 7: The King Returns

    
    
  
  The monsoon arrived early.

It came like a declaration of war — three days ahead of the almanac's prediction, smashing into Rajmandal's northern ranges with the kind of fury that turned rivers into serpents and roads into rivers. The sky bruised purple-black and split open, and the rain fell not in drops but in sheets, in walls, in great relentless cascades that hammered the earth until it surrendered.

Karan had never been so grateful for bad weather.

He crouched at the mouth of a cave halfway up the Meru Parvat pass, watching the deluge through a curtain of water that poured off the rock overhang above. The rain tasted of minerals and mountain soil when it caught his lips — cold, clean, and faintly bitter with the alkaline tang of limestone. Below him, invisible in the downpour, his army was moving.

Army. The word felt too grand. Forty-seven loyalists had become three hundred and twelve — bolstered by Elvaran Tantrics, deserters from Girish's garrison who had been waiting for a reason to switch sides, and farmers who had brought their ploughshares because they could not afford khadgas. They moved in small groups, spacing themselves along the mountain trails so that from above, they would look like scattered travellers rather than a coordinated force.

Rudra appeared beside him, water streaming from his bald head and broad shoulders. The man looked like he had been sculpted from the mountain itself — dark, massive, unmovable. His leather armour was black with rain.

"The scouts report the western gate garrison is at half strength," Rudra said, his voice barely audible above the rain's roar. "Exactly as you predicted."

"Girish always reduces the western garrison during monsoon. He believes no one would attack in this weather."

"He is right. No sane person would."

Karan allowed himself a small, grim smile. "Good thing sanity was never my strongest quality."

The plan was elegant in its simplicity — which was the only kind of plan that worked in a monsoon. Three groups. The first, led by Rudra, would approach the western gate under cover of the storm. The second, led by a woman named Devika — a former palace guard who had been dismissed for refusing to swear loyalty to Girish — would create a diversion at the eastern market district. Fire, noise, chaos. The third group — Karan himself, with eight of his best fighters — would enter the palace through the ancient water channels that ran beneath the city.

The channels. Every child in Aashirvaad Nagari knew about them — the network of tunnels built three centuries ago to supply the city during drought. They had been sealed after the last plague, their entrances bricked up and forgotten. But Karan's father had shown him the unsealed entrance when he was nine years old.

"A king must know his city's secrets, beta,"* his father had said, crouching beside the canal mouth, the torch in his hand painting their faces in gold. *"Not to use them. To understand them."

Now Karan would use them. For a purpose his father would have understood, even if the method would have made him frown.



They moved at nightfall.

The rain had not eased. If anything, it had intensified — the kind of monsoon downpour that made visibility a joke and hearing a luxury. Karan's group found the canal entrance where his memory said it would be — a moss-covered arch at the base of the outer wall, half-submerged in the swollen Barros tributary.

The water inside the channel was waist-deep and moving fast. Karan gasped as the cold hit him — it was like being embraced by something dead, the water squeezing his chest and stealing his breath. The channel was narrow, barely wide enough for two men abreast, and the stone walls were slick with algae that made every step treacherous. The smell was overpowering: stagnant water, rotting vegetation, and the sharp ammonia tang of bat guano from the colonies that roosted in the channel's upper reaches.

He pushed forward. The water tugged at his legs with the insistence of a child pulling a parent's hand. Behind him, his eight fighters followed in single file, their weapons held above their heads. Nobody spoke. The only sounds were the rush of water, the scrape of boots on stone, and the occasional flutter of disturbed bats — a soft, leathery sound like old pages turning in a hurry.

They navigated by touch and memory. Karan's hand trailed along the right wall, fingers reading the stone like a blind man reads script. Left turn. Straight. Right turn. Down. The channel branched and rejoined, a labyrinth that would have been impossible to navigate without knowledge of its architecture.

Forty minutes. Fifty. An hour. The cold had gone from shocking to numbing to something beyond feeling — his legs moved, but he could not feel them. Rudra's warning echoed in his mind: Hypothermia kills more soldiers than swords.

Then — light. A faint grey luminescence filtering through a grate above his head.

Karan raised his fist. Everyone stopped. He pressed his ear against the grate — cold iron, rough with rust — and listened. Rain on cobblestones. No footsteps. No voices.

He pushed. The grate resisted, then gave way with a groan of corroded metal that sounded, to Karan's paranoid ears, like a trumpet blast. He froze. Counted to sixty. Nothing.

He hauled himself up and out, emerging into a narrow alley between the palace's outer wall and the servants' quarters. The rain hammered him instantly, plastering his hair to his skull and washing the canal's stench from his clothes. He knelt on the cobblestones, one hand flat against the wet stone — solid ground, the palace, home — and for a heartbeat, the emotion was so overwhelming that he could not move.

Three years.

Then the others were beside him, pulling themselves from the channel like creatures born from the earth, and Karan locked the emotion away behind the iron door in his mind where he kept everything that could not be afforded right now.



The palace of Aashirvaad Nagari was a different beast at night.

Karan had grown up within these walls. He knew every corridor, every courtyard, every servant's passage. But three years had changed things. New guards at unfamiliar posts. Barricades where there had been open archways. And everywhere — everywhere — the subtle, sickening scent of dark Vidya. It clung to the walls like mildew, sweet and rotten, making the back of his throat itch.

They moved through the servants' quarters in pairs. The palace staff were asleep or hiding — the monsoon brought early curfews, and Girish's guards were more interested in staying dry than patrolling. Karan's people knew the palace. Most of them had served here. They moved with the confidence of those who belonged, which was its own form of camouflage.

Devika's diversion hit at midnight.

The explosion was distant but unmistakable — a deep, concussive boom that rattled the windows and sent a visible tremor through the rain. Ratan's work. The bomb maker had planted charges in the eastern market's abandoned grain warehouse, timed to ignite at precisely the moment Rudra's group breached the western gate.

Shouting erupted. Guards scrambled. Boots pounded through corridors. The palace's attention swung east, then west — confused, divided, exactly as planned.

Karan's group moved toward the throne room.



Girish was not sleeping.

This surprised Karan, although it should not have. His uncle had always been a nocturnal creature — paranoid, restless, unable to settle. The throne room's massive teak doors were slightly ajar, and candlelight spilled through the gap like molten gold.

Karan pressed his eye to the crack. The throne room of Aashirvaad Nagari was a cathedral of stone and wood, its pillared hall stretching fifty paces from the doors to the raised dais where the Simhasana — the Lion Throne — sat beneath a canopy of carved ivory. Girish occupied it. He looked smaller than Karan remembered — a slight, hawk-faced man drowning in robes too large for his frame, his fingers drumming the throne's armrests in an arrhythmic pattern that spoke of anxiety rather than authority.

He was alone. No guards inside the throne room — they had all rushed toward the explosions. Just Girish, and candles, and shadows.

Karan pushed the doors open.

The hinges screamed. Girish jerked upright, his hand flying to the khadga at his hip — and then freezing, because he recognised the figure standing in the doorway.

Three years. Three years of exile, of straw pallets and cold meals and coded messages and the crushing weight of patience. Three years of imagining this moment. And now that it was here, Karan found that his hands were perfectly steady and his voice was perfectly calm.

"Uncle."

Girish's face underwent a rapid series of transformations — shock, fear, fury, and then something that looked almost like relief — before settling into a sneer that did not quite reach his eyes. "Kashinath."

Nobody called him that except family. The use of his full name was deliberate — an assertion of kinship, a reminder that they were bound by blood no matter what had passed between them.

"It is over, Uncle," Karan said, stepping into the throne room. His eight fighters fanned out behind him, khadgas drawn. The steel caught the candlelight and threw it back in sharp, dancing reflections. "Your guards are being neutralised. Your garrison is in chaos. Your spy in Elvarath is dead or fled." He had no proof of the last claim, but Girish did not need to know that.

Girish's hand tightened on his khadga. He did not draw it. "You think it is that simple? You march in here with a handful of men and reclaim a kingdom?"

"I think my father would have made it simpler. He would have come with an army. I came with people who love this kingdom more than they fear you."

Something shifted in Girish's expression. A crack. The sneer faltered, and for a moment — just a moment — Karan saw the man underneath the usurper. Not a tyrant. A coward. A man who had sold his soul to Kaalasura because he was too afraid to refuse, and had spent three years watching the consequences devour everything he touched.

"You do not understand what you are dealing with," Girish whispered. His voice was stripped of its usual bravado, leaving something small and naked and afraid. "He will kill you. He will kill everyone in this palace. You cannot—"

"I can. And I will." Karan drew his khadga. The sound of it — steel sliding free from leather — filled the throne room with a whisper that was louder than any shout. "You can surrender the throne and face justice. Or you can draw your weapon and face me. But either way, Uncle, you are finished."

Girish stared at him. The candles flickered in a draught from the open doors. Rain roared against the palace walls. Somewhere in the distance, another explosion echoed — Devika's secondary charges, right on schedule.

Then Girish did something Karan did not expect.

He laughed. A broken, hollow sound that bounced off the pillars and came back distorted. He laughed until tears streamed down his face, and then he reached up and unclasped the golden chain around his neck — the chain that bore the royal seal of Rajmandal — and threw it at Karan's feet.

"Take it," Girish said, his voice cracking. "Take it all. The throne, the seal, the kingdom. I am glad to be rid of it. You have no idea — no idea — what it has cost me."

The chain hit the stone floor with a sound that rang through the hall — bright, metallic, final. Like the closing note of a raga played at a funeral.

Karan picked it up. The gold was warm from Girish's skin, the seal heavy in his palm. The lion's face embossed on it stared up at him with blank, regal indifference.

He had imagined this moment a thousand times. In none of those imaginings had he felt this empty.



By dawn, it was done.

The palace was secured. Girish was in custody — not in the dungeons, which Karan had ordered opened and emptied of their political prisoners — but in comfortable quarters under heavy guard. The man was broken, not dangerous. Whatever Kaalasura had done to him over three years had hollowed him out like a termite-eaten beam.

The rain stopped at sunrise, as if the sky itself had decided that enough was enough. Steam rose from the cobblestones as warmth returned, and the city — battered, confused, hopeful — began to stir.

Karan stood on the palace balcony, overlooking Aashirvaad Nagari. The air was washed clean by the storm, carrying the scent of wet earth and fresh marigolds from the temple gardens below. Somewhere, a temple bell began to ring — the morning aarti, the first Karan had heard in three years that was not accompanied by the shuffle of Preta feet or the weight of exile.

Rudra joined him. The big man had a cut across his left cheek — shallow, already clotting — and his armour was streaked with mud. "Western gate secured. Fourteen of Girish's guards surrendered. Three resisted and were subdued. No casualties on our side."

"The Preta-sena?"

"Scattered. When Girish fell, whatever hold he had on the local contingent faltered. They are stumbling around the Steppes like headless chickens. Kaalasura will reclaim them soon, but for now, they are not a threat."

"Isha."

"Being brought to you now."

Karan gripped the balcony railing. The stone was damp and warm under his fingers, the carved surface pressing into his palms like a promise. "How is she?"

Rudra hesitated. "Alive. Unharmed physically."

The word physically did more damage than a khadga ever could.

He heard her before he saw her — footsteps, quick and light, accompanied by the heavier tread of Krishan. Karan turned from the balcony and found himself face to face with a ghost.

Isha was thin. Painfully, terrifyingly thin. Her ash-blonde hair hung limp, her grey-green eyes were enormous in a face that had lost all its softness. She wore a simple white salwar kameez that hung off her frame like a curtain on a skeleton. She was trembling — fine, constant tremors that ran through her entire body like the aftershocks of an earthquake.

She stared at him.

He stared back.

Three years. Three years of wondering if the other was alive. Three years of coded messages and second-hand intelligence and the gnawing fear that the next piece of news would be the worst.

"You came back," she said. Her voice was barely audible. A breath given form.

"I promised."

"You promised when we were children."

"Some promises do not expire."

Something broke inside Isha's careful composure — the dam that had held everything in place for three years, the wall she had built brick by brick from stoicism and survival. It did not crumble. It shattered. She crossed the distance between them in three steps and threw herself into his arms, and Karan held his sister — this fragile, fierce, unbreakable girl who had survived three years in the den of a monster — and they wept together.

Not silently. Not gracefully. They wept with the ugly, raw, full-throated abandon of two people who had been holding their breath for three years and could finally exhale.

Rudra and Krishan exchanged a glance and quietly left the room, pulling the doors shut behind them.

The siblings held each other until the trembling stopped. Until the tears dried. Until the sun climbed high enough to pour through the balcony doors and paint them both in gold.

"I am staying," Karan said into her hair. "I am not leaving again."

"I know," she whispered. "I knew you would come. I always knew."


  
    Chapter 8: The Child of Two Worlds

    
    
  
  The Vanachari came at twilight.

Falani was tending the fortress gardens — the one place in Chandrika Durga where her Vidya felt natural rather than borrowed — when the air shimmered twenty paces ahead and two figures materialised from nothing. One was tall, lean, impossibly graceful, with silver eyes that caught the dying light like mirrors. The other was shorter, broader, and appeared to be a section of the garden wall that had decided to grow legs and walk.

She dropped her watering pot. It hit the flagstones with a clang that echoed off the courtyard walls.

"Tanay." She breathed the name like a prayer. "And... Shesha?"

The Naga-vanshi elder de-camouflaged with visible reluctance, his scales shifting from stone-grey to their natural deep green in a ripple that ran from head to toe. His tongue flickered out, tasting the air. "Hmm. Turmeric. Garlic. Someone is cooking nearby. Good. I have not eaten anything hot in weeks."

Tanay swayed on his feet. The teleportation had clearly cost him — his face was the colour of old parchment, and dark circles under his silver eyes made him look less like an immortal being and more like a university student during examination week. But his gaze was sharp, urgent, and when it locked onto Falani's, she felt the weight of what he carried.

"We need to speak with the High Priestess," he said. "Immediately."

"Ishira is in council—"

"This cannot wait, Falani. What we have seen—" He stopped, swallowed, and she watched his composure crack for just a moment before he rebuilt it. "Please. Now."



The war council convened within the hour.

Ishira had commandeered the Maharani's old study for official business — a practical decision that still made Falani's chest ache every time she walked through the door. Manjari's jasmine garlands had been removed, replaced by maps and tactical documents pinned to every available surface. The room smelled of ink, candle wax, and the faint metallic tang of enchanted parchment.

Present were Ishira, Pratap, Farhan, Kshitij, Falani, and now Tanay and Shesha — the latter perched on a windowsill, his tail wrapped around a stone finial, radiating impatience. Guruji Alston — Kshitij's father — stood by the door, his scholarly demeanour hiding the mind of a strategist who had spent decades studying the intersection of Vidya and warfare.

Tanay's report was clinical. He delivered the numbers — eighty thousand Preta, twelve Asur-gotra, southward movement — with the precision of a surgeon describing an amputation. He did not embellish. He did not need to. The numbers spoke for themselves.

When he finished, the silence was the kind that precedes earthquakes.

Pratap broke it first. "Eighty thousand." His massive hands were flat on the table, pressing down as if trying to hold the world steady. "We have twelve thousand defenders, if we count every Tantric, Rider, soldier, and armed civilian in Elvarath."

"Less now," Ishira corrected quietly. "The border villages have been evacuated, but we lost people in the process. And morale..." She trailed off, but everyone heard what she did not say: morale is in the gutter.

"There is more," Tanay said. He looked at Farhan.

Every eye in the room followed his gaze. Farhan sat very still, his hand — as always — resting on the sapphire medallion at his chest. His face was the blank mask Falani knew so well, but she could see the pulse jumping in his throat. Whatever was coming, he already knew.

"The prophecy," Tanay continued, "speaks of a Child born of light and darkness, of Pari-jan and Vanachari lineage, possessing innermost and limitless shakti. For centuries, the interpretation has been that this Child would be a powerful Tantric — someone who could wield magic greater than any before."

"We know the prophecy, Elf," Pratap rumbled. "What is your point?"

"My point is that the interpretation is wrong."

Another silence. This one was sharper, edged with the discomfort that accompanies heresy.

Tanay stood. Even exhausted, he carried himself with the authority of five centuries. "The prophecy does not say the Child will wield magic. It says the Child will possess 'innermost and limitless shakti.' Shakti is not magic. Shakti is power — and power takes many forms."

He turned to Farhan. "I have spent months researching this. Consulting texts that predate the founding of Chandrika Durga. Texts that the Vanachari preserved when everything else was lost in the Great Sundering." He paused. "Farhan. Remove the medallion."

The room went electric. Falani felt it in her skin — a prickling tension, like the air before a lightning strike. Kshitij shifted beside her, his hand moving instinctively toward hers. She let him take it.

Farhan's eyes swept the room. Ishira, confused. Pratap, alarmed. Guruji Alston, curious. Shesha, watching from the windowsill with the unblinking focus of a predator observing something it does not yet understand.

Slowly, deliberately, Farhan reached up and unclasped the medallion.

The effect was immediate and dramatic. The candles on the table guttered and died. The enchanted maps on the walls — held in place by minor binding Vidya — fluttered and fell, curling on the floor like dead leaves. The warmth that the fire Tantrics had woven into the room's stones vanished, replaced by a cold so sudden it made Falani's teeth ache. Pratap's hand, which had been generating a subtle warming charm beneath the table, went still — his Vidya snuffed out like a candle in a hurricane.

"What—" Ishira gasped, her weather Vidya — the subtle, constant connection to atmospheric forces that she maintained like breathing — severed so abruptly that she staggered.

"Negation," Tanay said, his silver eyes never leaving Farhan. "The ability to cancel all Vidya within a radius. Not a power to be wielded. A power that simply is. Inherent. Passive. Absolute."

Farhan stood in the centre of the dead zone, the medallion dangling from his fingers. His expression was no longer blank — it was naked, raw, the look of a man who has been hiding in plain sight for his entire life and has finally stepped into the open.

"I cannot control it," he said. "It is not a skill. It is not something I learned. It is what I am."

Pratap's face had gone the colour of ash. "Manjari knew."

"Grandmother discovered it when I was seven," Farhan confirmed. "She forged the medallion to contain it. She decided — along with Grandfather and Pratap — that no one else should know."

"Because a non-Mage who cancels magic would be seen as a threat by every Tantric in Elvarath," Guruji Alston said softly, his scholarly mind already processing the implications. "And a threat to be eliminated, not protected."

"Yes."

"Put it back on," Ishira said, her voice strained. "Please."

Farhan clasped the medallion around his neck. The cold retreated. The candles reignited — Kshitij's doing, his fire Vidya snapping back to life the moment the negation field collapsed. The maps remained on the floor.

"This is the weapon the prophecy speaks of," Tanay said into the stunned silence. "Not a sword. Not a spell. A negation field so absolute that it would strip Kaalasura of every ounce of Vidya he possesses. His immortality, his control over the Preta-sena, his dark shakti — all of it depends on magic. Remove the magic, and he is just a man."

"Just a man who has been alive for centuries," Shesha interjected from the windowsill. "And who has an army of eighty thousand corpses and twelve giants between him and your so-called weapon."

"Which is why," Tanay said, "we need allies. The Maha-Naag. The Ekashringa. The Pari-jan."

"The Pari-jan are scattered," Falani said. "Vanya was captured. Most of the others are in hiding."

"Vanya has been freed."

The words hit Falani like a physical blow. "What? When?"

Tanay's exhausted face softened. "Six weeks ago. Rishi — the oldest of the Vanachari, the son of the last Devya queen — freed her. She is safe. She is..." A pause, and something warm and private crossed his silver eyes. "She is well. Better than well."

Falani's hands flew to her mouth. Tears — hot, sudden, uncontrollable — spilled down her cheeks. She had carried the guilt of Vanya's captivity like a stone in her chest for months, and now it was gone, dissolved by five words: Vanya has been freed.

Kshitij squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, hard enough to make him wince.

"The Pari-jan are preparing," Tanay continued. "Rishi is working to restore the Devya — to undo the Great Sundering that split the ancient race into Vanachari and Pari-jan. If he succeeds, we will have allies of a kind that Suryalok has not seen since the First Age."

"And the Maha-Naag?" Pratap asked, his pragmatic mind already sorting through the implications. "Shesha, are they real?"

The Naga-vanshi clicked his tongue. "Real. I tracked them through the northern mountains. Six confirmed sightings in the last decade. They are old, enormous, and extremely territorial. Convincing them to fight will require..." He searched for the word. "...diplomacy."

"Which is not your strongest quality," Tanay observed.

"I will manage." Shesha's tail unwound from the finial and swished irritably. "The Maha-Naag respect strength and directness. I have both."

Ishira, who had been silent through the revelations, straightened in her chair. The young High Priestess had aged ten years in the weeks since her predecessor's murder, but the steel in her eyes was real and growing. "Very well. This is our situation: an army of eighty thousand undead marching toward us. A weapon that requires our Child of Prophecy to get within arm's reach of the most dangerous being in Suryalok. And potential allies scattered across a continent who may or may not agree to help."

She looked around the room. "Does anyone have good news?"

"I brought fish," Shesha offered.

Despite everything — the grief, the fear, the impossible odds — the room laughed. It was brief, ragged, more release than humor. But it was real, and for a moment, it was enough.



That night, Falani found Farhan on the ramparts.

He stood alone, leaning against the parapet, staring at the mountains. The night sky was a dome of stars — thick, blazing, the kind of sky you only see far from cities. The air was cold and clean, carrying the smell of pine from the forests below and the faintest trace of snow from the peaks above.

She stood beside him. Neither spoke for a long time. The wind moved between them, ruffling their hair, carrying the distant sound of a night bird's call — a single, haunting note that rose and fell and rose again.

"Are you afraid?" she asked finally.

"Terrified." He said it simply, without shame. "I have spent my entire life being told I am nothing special. A non-Mage in a world of Mages. And now I am told that the thing that makes me nothing — my negation — is the thing that might save everyone." He laughed — a sound with no humor in it. "The irony is exquisite."

"You were never nothing, Farhan."

"That is easy to say now."

"It was true then, too. I just did not say it enough." She leaned her shoulder against his. The contact was warm, solid, the physical language of siblings who had grown up touching — elbowing each other at dinner, wrestling in the gardens, falling asleep back-to-back during long carriage rides.

"What if it does not work?" he whispered. "What if I get close to Kaalasura and my negation is not enough?"

"Then we find another way."

"There may not be another way."

"There is always another way." She took his hand. His fingers were cold — always cold, as if his negation drained warmth from him even while the medallion held it in check. "And you will not be alone. I will be there. Kshitij will be there. All of us."

He turned to look at her. In the starlight, his blue eyes — with their new, strange veins of gold — were luminous. "Do you remember when we were children? You used to make flowers grow in my palm."

"I remember."

"They always died within seconds. I killed them. My negation killed them. And you would cry, because you thought it was your fault — that your Vidya was not strong enough." His voice cracked. "It was never you, Falani. It was always me."

"Farhan—"

"I have been killing beautiful things my entire life just by existing near them. And now you are telling me that this — this curse — is the world's salvation." He pulled his hand free and pressed both palms against the stone parapet. "Forgive me if I find that difficult to celebrate."

She did not try to fix it. Did not try to offer comfort or wisdom or hope. Instead, she placed her hand flat on the parapet beside his — close enough that the edges of their pinky fingers touched — and stood with him in silence, watching the stars wheel overhead.

Sometimes the bravest thing you can do for someone is simply stay.


  
    Chapter 9: Wings of Fire

    
    
  
  Vanya had not expected pregnancy to feel like carrying a small sun inside her body.

The warmth was constant — a low, pulsing heat that radiated from her abdomen outward, as if the child growing within her had inherited its father's Vanachari fire and was already practising. She pressed her palm against the gentle swell beneath her kurta and felt the heat through the fabric, steady as a heartbeat, alive as a flame.

She stood at the edge of Pushpa Ghati — the Flower Valley — and watched the sunrise paint the ancient homeland of the Pari-jan in shades of gold and rose. The valley was breathtaking: a hidden bowl of green nestled between mountain peaks, its floor carpeted with wildflowers that no one had planted and everyone had forgotten. Rivers of crystal water threaded through meadows where the grass grew waist-high and smelled of honey and crushed mint. The protective spell that had concealed the valley for millennia shimmered overhead like a dome of liquid glass, bending the light into rainbows that danced across the flower beds.

It was paradise. And she was about to destroy it.

Not destroy — evacuate. But it felt like destruction. This place had sheltered the Pari-jan through centuries of hiding. To leave it was to tear a thread from the fabric of who they were.

"You are brooding again." Tanay appeared beside her, silent as always. His silver eyes were troubled, but his hand found hers and held it, and the contact — warm, callused, familiar — steadied her.

"I am not brooding. I am contemplating the systematic dismantling of my people's last sanctuary."

"That is brooding with better vocabulary."

She elbowed him. He absorbed the blow without comment — five hundred years of existence had made him impervious to most forms of minor violence.

"The Pari-jan elders will resist," Vanya said, turning serious. "They have been hiding for so long that hiding has become their identity. Telling them to leave Pushpa Ghati, to join the war effort, to fight alongside Vanachari and humans — it will be like asking fish to breathe air."

"Fish can breathe air. Some species—"

"Tanay. Focus."

He squeezed her hand. "You are their leader now, Vanya. Since Rishi freed you and the other captives, since you became fullgrown — you carry an authority that the elders cannot ignore. You are the living proof that the Pari-jan can become more than what they are."

Fullgrown. The word still felt strange. Four months ago, Vanya had been tiny — a palm-sized Pari with gossamer wings and a voice that could barely fill a room. Then Rishi had worked the ancient Devya magic, and everything had changed. She had grown to human size, her wings had expanded into great arcs of translucent gold, and her Vidya had deepened from a trickle to a torrent. She was still getting used to the new body — the way it moved, the way it occupied space, the way people looked at her differently now.

She was still getting used to the pregnancy, too. The child — half Vanachari, half Pari-jan — was something that had not existed since the Great Sundering. Something unprecedented. Something that carried, in its developing cells, the potential to restore the Devya race.

No pressure.

"I will speak to them at the morning council," she said. "And I will not mince words."



The morning council of the Pari-jan was held in the Mandapa — an open-air pavilion built into the side of the valley wall, its stone columns carved with images of the ancient Devya in their unified glory. The carvings had been worn smooth by wind and time, but you could still trace the outlines of wings and pointed ears existing on the same figure — a reminder of what had been lost.

The council comprised twelve elders, all of whom had been born in hiding and had never known a world beyond the valley's protective dome. They sat on stone benches arranged in a semicircle, their wings folded behind them — some tattered with age, others still vibrant. The youngest elder, Nimisha, was also the most musical — she carried a small veena with her at all times, and even now, her fingers rested on the strings with the absent-minded familiarity of a lifelong musician.

Rishi stood at the back. The oldest Vanachari — the son of Janella, the last Devya queen — was ancient even by immortal standards. His hair was pure white, his eyes black with streaks of gold, and his face bore the weight of millennia without crumbling. He said nothing. He rarely did. But his presence alone shifted the gravity of every room he entered.

Vanya stood before the council. Behind her, visible through the Mandapa's open columns, the valley glowed in the morning light. She could smell the flowers — jasmine, mogra, marigold, and species that had no names because no human had ever classified them. The sweetness was almost overwhelming, like standing inside a perfume bottle.

"Brothers and sisters," she began, and her voice — strong, clear, carrying the resonance of fullgrown Vidya — filled the Mandapa and echoed off the mountain walls. "I will not insult you with pleasantries. You know why I have called this council. Kaalasura's army is marching south. Eighty thousand Preta and twelve Asur-gotra. They will reach Elvarath within weeks."

Murmurs. Wings rustled — the Pari-jan equivalent of nervous fidgeting.

"This concerns us how?" asked Elder Gopal, a wizened male with wings the colour of dried autumn leaves. His voice was reedy but sharp. "We are hidden. The spell protects us. Kaalasura cannot reach us here."

"The spell is failing."

The murmurs died. The silence that replaced them was the kind that precedes a verdict.

Vanya let the words settle before continuing. "Rishi discovered it three weeks ago. The protective dome is weakening — not from external attack, but from internal decay. The Vidya that sustains it is ancient, and it was designed for a race that no longer exists in its original form. The Pari-jan have changed. The spell has not. Within months, perhaps weeks, it will collapse entirely. Pushpa Ghati will be exposed."

"That cannot be!" Gopal's wings snapped open — an involuntary display of agitation. "The spell has endured for millennia!"

"And millennia have an end, Elder Gopal. Everything does."

Rishi spoke. His voice was soft, but it carried the way a temple bell carries — not through volume but through resonance. "What Vanya says is true. I have examined the spell's foundation. It is fracturing. I can delay the collapse, but I cannot prevent it."

The council erupted. Voices overlapped — some angry, some fearful, some pleading. Wings flared and folded in a chaos of colour and emotion. Nimisha's fingers tightened on her veena strings, producing a discordant twang that cut through the noise.

Vanya waited. She let the storm blow itself out. When the last voice faded, she spoke again.

"We have two choices. We can stay here, behind a failing spell, and wait for Kaalasura's forces to find us. Or we can leave — willingly, on our terms — and join the alliance that is forming to stop him."

"Join the alliance," Elder Kavita repeated, her tone suggesting Vanya had proposed they fly to the moon. "With whom? The Vanachari who have ignored us for centuries? The humans who do not even know we exist?"

"With everyone who wants to survive." Vanya's voice hardened. "I am not asking you to trust the Vanachari or the humans. I am asking you to trust me. I have been out there. I have seen what Kaalasura is building. I have been his prisoner. And I am telling you — hiding is no longer an option. It never was. It was a delay, and the delay has run out."

She placed her hand on her belly. The warmth pulsed against her palm. "I carry a child that is half Vanachari and half Pari-jan. The first such child since the Great Sundering. This child represents the restoration of the Devya — the undoing of the very catastrophe that forced us into hiding. If that is not a sign that the time for hiding is over, I do not know what is."

The silence that followed was different from the one before. Less stunned. More contemplative. The elders exchanged glances, and Vanya saw something shift in the room — not agreement, not yet, but the beginning of the crack that would let agreement through.

Nimisha's fingers moved on the veena. A single, clear note — sweet and sustaining — rose into the air and held itself there like a bird on a thermal. Then another note joined it, and another, and Vanya recognised the melody: the Lament of Janella, the ancient song composed after the Great Sundering, the song every Pari-jan child learned before they learned to fly.

The elders listened. Some closed their eyes. Some wept.

When the last note faded, Gopal spoke. His voice was different — quieter, stripped of its combative edge. "Where would we go?"

"South. To the mountains near Elvarath. Rishi and Tanay have identified a series of caves — defensible, hidden, large enough for our entire community. From there, we can coordinate with the Elvaran forces."

"And the fullgrowns? How many of us can transform?"

Vanya looked at Rishi. The ancient Vanachari inclined his head. "The Devya magic is complex and demands enormous energy. I can transform perhaps twelve Pari-jan to fullgrown status. Vanya, Nimisha, and ten others who possess the necessary strength of Vidya."

"Twelve fullgrowns." Gopal's tone was skeptical. "Against eighty thousand undead."

"Twelve fullgrowns, a contingent of Vanachari warriors, the Ekashringa, the Maha-Naag, twelve thousand Elvaran defenders, and however many soldiers the prince of Rajmandal can muster," Tanay corrected from his position by the columns. "This is not about one force. It is about all forces."

Gopal was quiet for a long moment. Then he looked at Vanya — really looked at her, with the ancient, assessing gaze of an elder weighing the future against the past. "You truly believe this is the path."

"I believe it is the only path."

He nodded slowly. "Then we walk it."



The evacuation of Pushpa Ghati took three days.

Three days of organised chaos — of dismantling homes that had stood for centuries, of packing belongings into bundles small enough to carry on the wing, of coaxing the very young and the very old to leave the only world they had ever known. The flowers continued to bloom, indifferent to the departure. The rivers continued to run. The protective spell flickered and steadied and flickered again, like a dying lamp.

Vanya worked until her body ached. She carried children too small to fly long distances, strapping them to her back with silk sashes that pressed against her wings. The weight was manageable — fullgrown bodies were stronger than they appeared — but the emotional burden was heavier than any child. Each Pari she carried looked back at the valley with eyes full of a grief too large for their small faces.

On the third evening, the last group departed. Vanya stood at the valley's edge with Tanay and Rishi, watching the dome flicker overhead.

"Should we take it down?" she asked.

Rishi shook his head. "Let it fall on its own. When it does, Pushpa Ghati will become just another valley. Beautiful, but unprotected. Perhaps someday, when this is over, the Pari-jan will return."

"Perhaps," Vanya said. She did not believe it. The world she was building — the world her child would be born into — was one where hiding was unnecessary. A world where Pari-jan and Vanachari stood side by side, where the Devya were restored, where the Great Sundering was undone.

A world worth fighting for, even if it cost everything.

She spread her golden wings — wide, translucent, catching the last light of day — and rose into the air. Tanay watched from below, his silver eyes following her ascent with an expression that was equal parts admiration and terror.

"She is magnificent," Rishi observed quietly.

"She is reckless," Tanay said. "And stubborn. And she argues with me about everything."

"Yes." Rishi smiled — a rare, warm expression on that ancient face. "That is what makes her magnificent."

Tanay watched her until she was a golden speck against the darkening sky, and then he spread his own arms and teleported after her, leaving Rishi alone at the edge of a valley that no longer needed guarding.

The old Vanachari knelt. He placed his palm on the earth — warm, fertile, thrumming with the residual Vidya of millennia — and whispered a blessing in the ancient Devya tongue. The flowers nearest his hand bloomed one last time, a burst of colour so vivid it was almost painful, before settling into stillness.

Then Rishi stood, turned south, and began to walk.


  
    Chapter 10: The Forge of War

    
    
  
  Karan had been king for eleven days when Kaalasura's response arrived.

Not a message. Not an envoy. A demonstration.

He was in the war room of Aashirvaad Nagari — a vaulted chamber beneath the palace that smelled of damp stone, tallow candles, and the mineral tang of the underground springs that fed the city's wells — when the ground shook. Not violently. Not enough to topple furniture or crack walls. Just a deep, sub-audible tremor that rattled the water jugs and made the candle flames lean sideways in unison, as if bowing to an unseen force.

Rudra was on his feet instantly, khadga drawn. The two Elvaran Tantrics assigned to Karan — a weathered woman named Gauri and a young man named Ashwin — had their mantras half-formed on their lips before the tremor subsided.

"That came from the north," Gauri said, her eyes closed, her Vidya reaching outward like invisible fingers. "The Steppes. Something is moving."

Karan climbed to the ramparts. What he saw from the northern wall made the blood drain from his face so completely that he felt the cold in his fingertips, his earlobes, the tip of his nose.

The Preta-sena was marching.

Not the scattered, stumbling remnants that had been milling aimlessly since Girish's fall. This was organised. Regimented. Row upon row of grey-skinned, vacant-eyed dead, moving in lockstep across the Steppes with the mechanical precision of a threshing machine. They stretched from horizon to horizon — a carpet of corpses that undulated with the terrain, flowing over hills and through ravines with the mindless inevitability of floodwater.

And behind them, visible even from this distance, the silhouettes of Asur-gotra — hulking dark shapes that made the earth shake with every step.

"He is not coming for us," Karan said, his voice hollow. "He is passing us by."

Rudra joined him on the rampart, his face grim. "Elvarath."

"Elvarath. He does not care about Rajmandal anymore. He has what he needs — his army — and he is moving it south." Karan gripped the parapet. The stone was warm from the afternoon sun, the carved surface pressing familiar patterns into his palms. "We are irrelevant to him now."

"Then perhaps we should make ourselves relevant." Rudra's deep voice carried the quiet menace of a man who had spent his entire life being underestimated. "He expects us to stay behind our walls. To lick our wounds. To rebuild."

"Instead?"

"Instead, we follow."

Karan looked at his general. "March an untested army behind eighty thousand undead? Through monsoon terrain? With supply lines that barely exist?"

"You would prefer to let Elvarath face them alone?"

The question was a blade, and it cut exactly where Rudra intended. Karan had made a promise. An alliance. Retake Rajmandal, then march south. The retaking was done. The marching was next.

"How many can we field?" Karan asked.

"If we strip the garrison to skeleton strength and take every able-bodied volunteer? Eight thousand. Perhaps nine."

"That is not enough."

"No. But added to Elvarath's twelve thousand, it becomes twenty thousand. And twenty thousand fighting soldiers are worth more than eighty thousand corpses, if they are well-led and well-positioned."

"We will need Falguni, Chrysten, and Ashwin." The three Elvaran Tantrics had proven invaluable during the palace assault — their combat Vidya had neutralised dozens of Girish's guards without a single fatality. "And Devika's guerrilla fighters."

"Already on it." Rudra turned to descend the rampart stairs. "We march in two days, my king."

"Rudra."

The big man paused.

"Stop calling me 'my king.' I have not been crowned."

Rudra's craggy face cracked into a rare smile. "You retook your kingdom with three hundred farmers and a bomb maker. You are king whether you wear a crown or not." He descended, his boots ringing on the stone steps like a clock counting down to war.



Two hundred leagues south, Ishira was building a fortress within a fortress.

Chandrika Durga had always been defensible — its walls were thick, its position elevated, its Vidya-reinforced gates capable of withstanding conventional assault. But there was nothing conventional about what was coming. Eighty thousand Preta required a different kind of defence.

Falani found Ishira in the main courtyard, directing a team of Earth Tantrics who were raising additional walls from the living rock. The process was extraordinary to watch — Tantrics with their palms flat on the ground, chanting in the deep, rhythmic cadence of earth Vidya, while stone rose around them like slow-growing plants. The sound was a low, grinding rumble that vibrated through the soles of Falani's boots and settled in her sternum. Dust filled the air, thick and gritty, coating everything in a fine layer of grey.

"You look terrible," Falani said.

Ishira did not bother to deny it. Dark circles under her eyes. Lips cracked from dehydration. Hair escaping its braid in wild tendrils. She had been working eighteen-hour days since the assassination, and it showed. "Thank you. Your honesty is refreshing."

"When did you last eat?"

"I had chai this morning."

"Chai is not food, Ishira."

"It has milk. Milk comes from cows. Cows eat grass. Grass is a plant. By your phytonic logic, I am eating."

Despite the gravity of everything, Falani laughed. It surprised both of them. Laughter had become a rare commodity in Chandrika Durga, rationed more carefully than food or water.

"I came to report on the tunnels," Falani said, sobering. She and Kshitij had spent three days exploring the underground passages revealed by Aniruddh's map. "They are extensive. Some extend beyond the fortress walls — one exits near the river a league south, another opens into the mountain caves to the east."

"Sealed?"

"Kshitij sealed them with fire Vidya. Permanently. Nothing short of demolishing the rock will reopen them."

Ishira nodded. "Good. What about internal access?"

"Three points within the fortress. All now guarded. But..." Falani hesitated. "We found something in the deepest section. A chamber."

Ishira's eyes sharpened. "What kind of chamber?"

"Ancient. Pre-dating the fortress by centuries, possibly millennia. The walls are covered in carvings — Devya script, from before the Sundering. Kshitij cannot fully translate it, but he believes it was a meeting place. Perhaps a temple."

"A Devya temple beneath our fortress." Ishira's voice was flat with exhaustion, but interest flickered in her eyes like a candle behind glass. "What does Tanay say?"

"He has not seen it yet. He and Shesha departed yesterday to search for the Maha-Naag."

"The ancient serpents that may or may not exist."

"Shesha is confident."

"Shesha is a lizard with an ego the size of the Meru Parvat."

"That is accurate," Falani conceded. "But he is also rarely wrong about things that live in the earth."

Ishira rubbed her eyes. The dust had settled into the creases of her eyelids, making them itch. "Very well. Show me this chamber when things calm down. If they ever calm down."



Things did not calm down.

Three days later, the scouts returned with news that accelerated everything. The Preta-sena had bypassed Rajmandal entirely and was moving south at a pace that defied the limitations of dead flesh. They would reach Elvarath's northern border within two weeks.

The war council convened in emergency session. Maps were spread across every surface. Ishira's face was a mask of controlled terror. Pratap paced like a caged animal. Farhan sat still, his hand on the medallion, his blue-gold eyes fixed on a point no one else could see.

"We cannot defend Chandrika Durga alone," Ishira said. "Even with reinforced walls and every Tantric we have, eighty thousand is an impossible number."

"Then we choose a different battlefield," Kshitij said. He was pointing at the largest map — a topographical rendering of Elvarath's northern frontier. "Here. Paashan Nagari."

Everyone leaned in. Paashan Nagari — the Stone City — was Elvarath's northernmost fortress, built into the base of the Uttari Shikhar mountains. It had been abandoned decades ago after a series of earthquakes, but its bones were solid: thick walls, narrow approaches, natural chokepoints where the mountains funneled any advancing force into killzones.

"It is in ruins," Pratap objected.

"Ruins can be repaired. Its position cannot be replicated." Kshitij traced the approaches on the map. "From the north, the only way to reach Paashan Nagari is through two mountain passes — each barely wide enough for fifty men abreast. Eighty thousand Preta become irrelevant if they can only approach fifty at a time."

"The Asur-gotra," Ishira countered. "They are massive enough to tear through narrow passes."

"Which is where the Maha-Naag come in," Farhan said quietly. It was the first time he had spoken. "If Tanay and Shesha succeed, the ancient serpents are the only creatures large enough to match the Asur-gotra."

"If," Pratap stressed.

"If," Farhan agreed. "But our entire strategy is built on 'ifs.' If the Rajmandal army arrives in time. If the Pari-jan join us. If the Ekashringa can be rallied. We are gambling on every front. Adding one more gamble does not materially change the odds."

Falani looked at her brother with new eyes. Farhan had always been the quiet one — the observer, the thinker, the sibling content to let others take the spotlight. But the weight of his secret had forged him into something different. He spoke with the authority of someone who understood that he was the pivot point, the axis around which the entire war would turn.

"Paashan Nagari," Ishira decided. "We begin fortifying immediately. Pratap, you will command the advance force. Take two thousand Tantrics and five hundred Riders. Begin repairs and defensive preparations. Kshitij, you will design the fire lines — I want every approach covered with sustained flame mantras."

"And the civilians?" Guruji Alston asked.

"South. To Chandrika Durga. It becomes a refugee centre, not a frontline fortress."

The decisions came fast after that — logistics, supply chains, communication lines, evacuation routes. The machinery of war was being assembled, piece by piece, with the grim efficiency of people who understood that failure meant extinction.



That evening, Falani helped Kshitij pack.

He was leaving with Pratap's advance force at dawn — four days of hard riding to Paashan Nagari, then weeks of fortification work. The prospect of separation sat between them like a physical object, dense and cold, taking up space in the small room they had claimed for the conversation.

"I will be fine," he said, folding a spare kurta with more care than necessary. The fabric was worn, the colour faded from dark brown to the shade of milky chai. "Pratap will be there. Two thousand Tantrics. It is the safest place in Elvarath, once the defences are up."

"You are a terrible liar," Falani said.

He stopped folding. His hands stilled on the fabric, and she could see the tension in his fingers — the knuckles white, the tendons standing out like bowstrings. "I am not lying. I am... selectively optimistic."

"Kshitij." She stepped forward and placed her hands over his. The warmth was immediate — his fire Vidya ran through him like a second circulatory system, heating his skin even when he was not casting. Against her cold fingers, it was like holding a cup of fresh chai. "You do not have to be brave for me. I am not fragile."

"I know you are not fragile. You are the least fragile person I have ever met. That is precisely why I—" He stopped. Swallowed. Started again. "When the Pareeksha showed you a version of me that was cruel and dismissive — when my illusion told you I had used you — that is my worst nightmare. Not because I fear being perceived that way, but because I fear becoming it. War changes people, Falani. I have seen it. My father fought in the border skirmishes fifteen years ago, and the man who came home was not the man who left."

"You are not your father."

"No. But I carry his blood, and blood remembers."

She leaned up and pressed her forehead against his. The contact was electric — his skin hot, hers cold, meeting in the middle. She could feel his breath, warm and uneven, carrying the faint scent of the cardamom he chewed compulsively when anxious. His eyelashes brushed her cheek like tiny feathers.

"Come back to me," she whispered. "Whole."

"I will try."

"Do not try. Do."

He kissed her forehead — a brief, warm pressure that lingered like a brand. Then he stepped back, and the distance between them reasserted itself, practical and necessary and utterly insufficient.

"Paashan Nagari will hold," he said. "I will make sure of it."

"I know." She picked up his half-packed bag and finished folding the kurta with the efficient movements of someone who needed her hands busy to keep her eyes dry. "And when the war is over, we are going to have a very long conversation about secrets and trust and the correct protocol for telling the woman you love about clandestine intelligence operations."

He blinked. "The woman I—"

"Oh, for the love of all the Devya, Kshitij. Did you think I did not know?"

His expression — caught somewhere between astonishment and the dawning realization that he was the last person in Chandrika Durga to understand his own feelings — was, Falani decided, worth preserving in memory for the rest of her life.

"Finish packing," she said, and left the room before her composure cracked entirely.


  
    Chapter 11: The Song Between Worlds

    
    
  
  Nimisha had always believed that music was the closest thing to magic that did not require a mantra.

She was wrong. Music was magic. She understood this now, sitting cross-legged on a flat boulder above the mountain caves where the displaced Pari-jan had made their temporary home, her veena across her lap, her fingers moving through a melody that had no name because it had not existed until this moment.

The notes rose into the cold mountain air like smoke — visible, almost, in the way they seemed to bend the light. Each one carried a vibration that went beyond sound, beyond the eardrums, settling deep in the chest where breath and heartbeat and emotion converged. The melody was sweet and aching and fierce all at once, like biting into a raw amla — sour first, then sweet, then something complex that defied description.

Below her, the Pari-jan were settling in. The caves were vast — a honeycomb of chambers carved by millennia of water through limestone — and surprisingly comfortable once the dampness had been addressed. Rishi had worked warming Vidya into the stone walls, and now the caves radiated a gentle heat that smelled of baked earth and mineral springs. Children chased each other through the tunnels, their laughter echoing and re-echoing until it sounded like a hundred children instead of twelve.

Nimisha played on. The music was her contribution — her way of holding the fractured community together while everything else fell apart. She had played through the evacuation. She had played through the three-day flight south. She had played when Elder Gopal collapsed from exhaustion and had to be carried the last league. She would play until her fingers bled if it meant one fewer Pari woke up screaming from nightmares about what they had left behind.

A shadow fell across her boulder. She did not look up — her eyes were closed, her awareness wrapped entirely in the music — but she knew who it was. She could feel his presence the way she felt changes in weather: a shift in pressure, a subtle warming of the air, the displacement of silence by something more alive.

"That is beautiful," Manan said.

She opened one eye. The red-haired Vanachari warrior stood at the base of her boulder, looking up at her with an expression that was halfway between reverence and bewilderment. His auburn hair — the colour of autumn marigolds, impossibly vivid among a race known for dark and silver tones — fell across his forehead in an untamed wave. His bow was slung across his back, his quiver full, his Vanachari-green tunic streaked with travel dust.

He had arrived two days ago with a patrol of Vanachari scouts, sent by the council to assess the Pari-jan's situation. He was supposed to have left yesterday. He had not.

"It is incomplete," Nimisha said, fingers still moving. "I cannot find the ending."

"Perhaps it does not need one."

She stopped playing. The silence that rushed in to fill the music's absence was startling — too empty, too cold. "Everything needs an ending, Manan. That is how stories work. That is how songs work. Beginning, middle, end."

"And life? Does life work that way?"

"For mortals, yes."

"I am not mortal."

"Neither am I, anymore." She touched her wings — fullgrown wings, golden and translucent, folded neatly behind her back. Three weeks since Rishi had transformed her. Three weeks of learning to inhabit a body that was the same and utterly different — taller, stronger, with senses sharpened to a degree that sometimes overwhelmed her. She could hear Manan's heartbeat from six paces away. She could smell the leather of his bow strap and the pine resin on his fingers and, beneath it all, the warm, spiced scent that was uniquely him — like cardamom and sandalwood and something wild she could not name.

"You keep staring at me," she said.

"You are staring back."

"I am observing. There is a difference."

"If you say so." He climbed the boulder with the casual grace of someone for whom gravity was a suggestion rather than a rule, and sat beside her. The rock was cold through her clothes, but his proximity generated enough warmth to compensate — Vanachari ran hot, their metabolism elevated by centuries of magical evolution. She could feel the heat radiating from his arm, inches from hers.

"I should have left yesterday," he said.

"Yes."

"My commander will not be pleased."

"No."

"I do not particularly care."

She turned to look at him. Really look at him, with the fullgrown perception that stripped away social niceties and read emotion like script on parchment. What she saw made her breath catch: longing, naked and unguarded, held in check by a discipline so rigid it was almost painful to witness.

"Manan—"

"I know what you are going to say. That this is not the time. That there is a war coming. That I am Vanachari and you were Pari-jan until three weeks ago, and our peoples have been separated for millennia, and the political implications—"

"I was going to say that your heartbeat accelerates when you look at me, and it is making it very difficult for me to concentrate on my music."

He blinked. Then laughed — a warm, surprised sound that scattered like coins across the mountainside. "You can hear my heartbeat?"

"Fullgrown hearing. I can hear a mouse sneeze at fifty paces. Your heart, right now, is doing approximately the same as a tabla player during the climax of a raga."

His laughter deepened, and the sound of it — open, genuine, unself-conscious — did something to Nimisha's chest that no melody had ever achieved. It was like a door opening in a room she had not known was locked.

"I should not," she said, more to herself than to him. "We have known each other for two days."

"Two days and approximately fourteen hours. I have been counting."

"That is not helpful."

"I am aware."

They sat in silence. The sun was setting, painting the mountains in layers of amber and violet. The air smelled of pine and cold stone and the distant sweetness of the wildflowers that grew in the sheltered valleys below. Somewhere in the caves, a Pari child was singing — a simple lullaby, off-key and beautiful in the way that only children's voices can be.

Nimisha's fingers found the veena strings. She began to play again — not the unfinished melody from before, but something new. Something that incorporated the rhythm of Manan's heartbeat, the warmth of his presence, the impossible sweetness of sitting beside someone who made the world feel less broken.

When the last note faded, she had her ending.



Rishi performed the remaining fullgrown transformations in the deepest cave, by the light of bioluminescent moss that the Pari-jan had cultivated from Pushpa Ghati seeds. The moss glowed a soft, ethereal blue-green, painting the cavern in colours that belonged to the ocean floor rather than a mountainside.

Vanya assisted, her own fullgrown Vidya stabilising the process. The transformation was agonising — Nimisha knew this firsthand. The body reshaped itself from the inside out, bones lengthening, muscles restructuring, wings expanding. It was like being unmade and remade simultaneously, and the pain was a thing with teeth and claws that gnawed through every nerve ending.

Ten Pari-jan had volunteered. Six were women, four were men. Each one lay on a stone platform while Rishi worked, his ancient hands hovering inches above their bodies, black-and-gold eyes blazing with concentrated Devya magic. The air crackled with it — a sound like static electricity, accompanied by a smell that was part ozone, part old incense, part something primal and prehistoric.

The screaming was the worst part.

Nimisha held hands through four of the transformations. She sang through two of them — soft, steady melodies designed to provide an anchor of normalcy in a sea of agony. She wiped tears and sweat from faces contorted with pain. She pressed cool cloths against foreheads burning with the fever of magical metamorphosis.

By the end, twelve fullgrown Pari-jan existed where there had been two. Twelve beings of human stature with wings of gold and silver and copper, each one trembling with the newness of their transformed bodies, each one looking at their hands — larger, stronger, capable of things that yesterday had been impossible — with expressions that mixed wonder and grief in equal measure.

"You will adjust," Vanya assured them, her hand resting on the shoulder of the youngest — a girl named Tara, barely sixteen in Pari-jan years, whose copper wings were still damp from the transformation. "It takes time. Be patient with yourselves."

"How much time?" Tara asked, her voice shaking.

Vanya looked at Nimisha. Nimisha looked at the cave ceiling, where the bioluminescent moss pulsed gently, and wondered how to explain that the adjustment was not measured in days or weeks but in moments of startling self-recognition — a hand reaching for a cup and finding it lighter than expected, wings unfurling in response to an emotion rather than a thought, catching your own reflection and not recognising the face staring back.

"Enough time," Nimisha said finally. "You will have enough time."

It was not exactly a lie. But it was not exactly the truth, either.



That night, Nimisha sat alone in the cave mouth, playing the veena. The music drifted out into the darkness, carried by the mountain wind to places she could not see.

She thought about what was coming. The war. The Preta-sena. The impossible numbers. Twelve fullgrowns, a handful of Vanachari, and whatever allies Tanay and Shesha could scrape together against an army of eighty thousand dead.

She thought about Manan. About the warmth of him beside her on the boulder. About the way his laughter had opened something in her chest that she was not sure she could close again.

She thought about the unfinished melody — now finished, its ending written in the key of a heartbeat she had not expected to love.

The veena hummed beneath her fingers. The notes rose into the night, sweet and fierce and full of a longing that was older than the mountains, older than the war, older than the separation of Pari-jan and Vanachari.

From the darkness below, a voice joined her. Manan, singing — not words, but tones, harmonising with her melody in a way that should have been impossible for someone who had heard the song only once.

The two sounds braided together, veena and voice, Pari-jan and Vanachari. The music filled the mountain pass and echoed off stone that had stood since before the Great Sundering.

For a few minutes, the world was not at war.

For a few minutes, it was enough.


  
    Chapter 12: The Crown and the March

    
    
  
  The coronation of Yuvaraj Kashinath — Karan to those who knew him, and now King Karan to those who would follow him — took place on the seventh day after the palace's liberation, in a city that was still learning how to breathe without fear.

It was not the coronation his father would have had. There were no foreign dignitaries, no week-long celebrations, no processions through streets lined with marigold garlands and rose petals. There was no time for any of it. Instead, there was a throne room scrubbed of its usurper's stink, three hundred witnesses — soldiers, farmers, servants, the people who had bled to give him this — and a priest so old his hands shook when he lifted the crown.

The crown itself was a simple circlet of gold, recovered from the palace vault where Girish had locked it away. It was heavier than it looked. When the priest placed it on Karan's head, the cold metal settled against his temples with a weight that went beyond physics — the accumulated expectations of a kingdom, a bloodline, a people who had suffered for three years and were looking at him now with eyes that said: fix it.

Isha stood at the front of the assembly, wearing a pale blue ghagra that Urmila had somehow procured overnight. She was still too thin, still trembling at unexpected sounds, still waking every night with screams that echoed through the palace corridors. But she was upright, and she was present, and when the priest asked the traditional question — "Does the blood of Rajmandal acknowledge this king?" — her voice was clear as temple bells.

"I acknowledge him. My brother. My king."

The assembly erupted. Not in the polished applause of courtiers but in the rough, full-throated roar of people who had been holding their breath for three years and could finally exhale. Someone started a chant — "Karan Raja ki jai!" — and it spread through the throne room like wildfire, bouncing off the stone pillars and the vaulted ceiling until the air itself vibrated with it.

Karan sat on the Simhasana — the Lion Throne — and felt nothing.

Not joy. Not pride. Not the soaring vindication that three years of exile should have earned. Just a vast, hollow exhaustion, and beneath it, the cold certainty that this crown was not a prize but a down payment on a debt he would spend the rest of his life repaying.

He looked at Rudra, standing by the doors with his khadga and his granite expression. The big man gave him the barest nod — not of congratulation, but of acknowledgment. You have done what was necessary. Now do what comes next.

What came next was war.



The army marched three days after the coronation.

Eight thousand seven hundred soldiers — a mix of professional garrison troops who had defected from Girish, volunteers from the city and surrounding villages, and a small but lethal contingent of Elvaran Tantrics led by Falguni, whose combat Vidya had proven devastating during the palace assault. They moved south through the Meru Parvat passes in a column that stretched for two leagues, their supply wagons creaking under loads of grain, weapons, and medical supplies.

Karan rode at the head of the column on a grey mare that had belonged to his father's stable. The horse was old but steady, her gait smooth, her temperament unflappable. She smelled of warm leather and hay, and the rhythm of her hooves on the mountain trail — clip-clop, clip-clop — was hypnotic enough to lull Karan into a state of half-meditation.

He could not afford meditation. He needed to think.

The Preta-sena was ahead of them. Kaalasura's army had passed through Rajmandal without engaging, pouring south toward Elvarath like water through a sieve. Karan's scouts reported that the undead maintained a pace of forty leagues per day — impossible for living soldiers, effortless for dead ones who did not need rest, food, or sleep.

His army could manage twenty leagues per day. Perhaps twenty-five if they pushed hard and accepted the casualties that exhaustion would inevitably cause.

"We will not catch them," Rudra said, riding beside him. The general's destrier was a massive black beast that matched its rider in temperament — stoic, powerful, and prone to biting anyone who annoyed it.

"We do not need to catch them. We need to arrive before the battle is decided."

"And if we are too late?"

"Then we fight the remnants. But I do not believe we will be too late." Karan squinted south, where the mountains opened into the foothills that descended toward Elvarath's fertile plains. "Kaalasura is moving his army to Paashan Nagari. The Elvarathi know this — Ishira chose to make her stand there. Paashan Nagari is built into the mountains. The passes are narrow. Even eighty thousand Preta cannot take it quickly."

"You are betting on geography."

"I am betting on the fact that Kaalasura has never fought an alliance. He has conquered kingdoms one at a time — playing them against each other, exploiting divisions. He does not know what happens when multiple forces converge on him simultaneously."

Rudra grunted. It was the sound he made when he agreed but did not want to say so, because agreement implied optimism, and optimism was a luxury he reserved for other people.

They rode in silence for a while. The mountain air was thin and cold, tasting of altitude and distant snow. The trail wound between towering deodars whose bark was rough and red-brown, their needle-covered branches interlocking overhead to form a canopy that filtered the sunlight into a green-gold cathedral.

"Rudra."

"My king."

"When this is over — if it ends well — I want you to find them."

Rudra did not ask who. He knew. Meera and Jagat — the assassins he had trained, the wards he had raised, the weapons he had forged who had turned on everything he stood for.

"That is not your concern, my king."

"It is my concern because they murdered the Maharani of Elvarath using skills you gave them. That makes it personal for both of us."

Rudra's jaw tightened. The scar across his left cheek — earned decades ago, in a fight he never spoke about — whitened as the muscles beneath it clenched. "If I find them, there will be no trial."

"I am not asking for a trial. I am asking for justice."

"Justice and vengeance wear the same face, my king. The only difference is who is looking."

Karan had no answer for that. He turned his attention back to the trail, to the rhythm of the mare's hooves, to the eight thousand seven hundred lives behind him that were marching toward either victory or oblivion.



Isha watched them go from the palace balcony.

The column snaked through the city gates and into the foothills, shrinking with distance until the soldiers became ants and the ants became dust and the dust became memory. She stood at the railing long after the last wagon had disappeared, her fingers wrapped around the cold stone, her eyes dry.

Krishan stood behind her, as always. His presence was a constant — the one fixed point in a universe that had been spinning since the night her father died.

"He will come back," Krishan said.

"You cannot know that."

"I know your brother. He has the stubbornness of your father and the cunning of your mother. That is a difficult combination to kill."

Isha almost smiled. Almost. "What do we do now?"

"Now, Rajkumari, we do the hardest thing of all." Krishan stepped up beside her. The morning sun caught the sunburst pin on his achkan, splitting the light into a brief, dazzling starburst. "We wait."

She turned from the balcony. The palace was quiet — quieter than it had been in years, with the army gone and the city holding its collective breath. But it was a different kind of quiet. Not the oppressive silence of Girish's reign, heavy with fear and unspoken threats. This was the silence of potential. Of a city rediscovering what it meant to hope.

Isha walked the corridors of her childhood home, running her fingers along walls she had not touched freely in three years. The stone was cool and slightly rough, the carved patterns beneath her fingertips as familiar as her own name. Here — the alcove where she had hidden from her nursemaid. There — the window where she had watched her first snowfall. Everywhere, ghosts of the girl she had been, layered over the woman she was becoming.

She paused at her parents' chambers. The doors were closed. She had not entered since their deaths. Urmila had offered to open them, to air them out, to make them livable again. Isha had refused every time.

Today, she reached for the handle.

The room was cold. Dusty. The bed was made with military precision — Girish had ordered it maintained, a peculiar vanity from a man who had murdered its occupants. The curtains were drawn, admitting only thin blades of light that fell across the floor like bright wounds.

She walked to her mother's dressing table. The mirror was clouded with dust. She wiped it with her sleeve, revealing her own face — older, thinner, harder than the girl who had last stood here. On the table, undisturbed for three years, sat her mother's sindoor box, her comb with three strands of dark hair still caught in its teeth, a half-empty bottle of attar that, when Isha unstoppered it, released a scent so achingly familiar that her knees buckled.

Rose and sandalwood. Her mother's fragrance. The smell of bedtime stories and forehead kisses and the absolute safety of being held by someone who would die before letting anything hurt you.

Isha sank to the floor, pressing the attar bottle against her chest, and allowed herself — for the first time since Karan's return — to grieve not with screams but with silence. Not for what she had lost, but for what she had survived.

When she stood, her spine was straight and her eyes were clear.

She replaced the attar bottle on the dressing table, exactly where it had been. She drew the curtains open, letting sunlight flood the room for the first time in three years. Dust motes danced in the golden beams like tiny celebrants.

Then she left the room, closed the doors behind her, and went to find Gurudev Ganesh.

She had a kingdom to help rebuild. And three years of education to catch up on.


  
    Chapter 13: The Stone City

    
    
  
  Paashan Nagari had been dead for thirty years. Kshitij intended to resurrect it in fourteen days.

The Stone City crouched at the base of the Uttari Shikhar like a wounded animal — massive, broken, and refusing to lie down. Its outer walls, four storeys high and thick enough to drive a cart along their tops, were cracked in places where the earthquakes had split the stone like dried mud. Towers leaned at angles that defied both architecture and faith. The main gate — a double-doored monstrosity of reinforced teak and iron — hung from one hinge, creaking in the mountain wind with a sound like an old man's cough.

But the bones were good. Kshitij could see it, standing on the crumbling rampart with Pratap beside him, surveying the ruin with the eye of a man who built things by burning them first. The walls were hewn from the mountain itself — granite and basalt, fused with ancient Vidya that still hummed faintly beneath the decay. The foundations went deep. The chokepoints were natural — two passes from the north, each barely wide enough for fifty men, exactly as the maps had shown.

"Well?" Pratap rumbled, his massive arms crossed over his chest.

"It is worse than I expected," Kshitij said honestly. "And better than I feared."

"Typical Tantric answer. Give me something I can use."

Kshitij pointed north, where the mountain passes opened onto the plains. "The passes are our greatest asset. Eighty thousand Preta mean nothing if they can only approach fifty at a time. We line the pass walls with fire mantras — sustained combustion, not bursts. Any Preta that enters the killzone burns. The ashes will pile up and slow the ones behind them."

"The Asur-gotra will not fit in the passes."

"No. They will go around — over the ridgeline or through the valleys on either flank. That is where we need the heavy defences. Catapults. Ballistas. And if Tanay delivers the Maha-Naag, we station them on the ridgeline to meet the giants head-on."

Pratap grunted. "If. That word again."

"I prefer 'when.' It is the same word with better posture."

The big Tantric almost smiled. Almost. "Fourteen days, you said."

"Fourteen days to make it defensible. We will not make it beautiful. We will make it survivable."



The work began immediately.

Two thousand Tantrics and five hundred Riders attacked the fortress like a swarm of ants dismantling a carcass. Earth Tantrics raised fallen walls, their chants sending tremors through the ground that Kshitij felt in his teeth — deep, rhythmic vibrations that smelled of turned soil and hot stone. Weather Tantrics diverted the mountain streams to fill the fortress's dry moat. Combat Tantrics inscribed fire mantras into the stone approaches — complex patterns that would ignite when triggered, turning the passes into furnaces.

Kshitij oversaw the fire lines personally. It was painstaking work — each mantra had to be calibrated to burn at precisely the right temperature and duration. Too hot, and the stone would crack, weakening the very defences they were building. Too cool, and the Preta would walk through the flames unfazed, their dead flesh immune to anything less than cremation-grade heat.

He worked eighteen-hour days. His hands blistered from the sustained fire Vidya — the skin on his palms peeling back to reveal raw, pink underlayers that stung every time he gripped a tool or flexed his fingers. The healers offered salve; he refused. The pain kept him sharp. The pain reminded him that he was alive, which was more than could be said for the army marching toward them.

On the sixth day, he collapsed.

Not dramatically — no theatrical fall, no warning signs he could have heeded. One moment he was inscribing a mantra on the north pass wall, his fingers tracing patterns of fire on stone that hissed and glowed beneath his touch. The next moment, the world tilted sideways and the stone rushed up to meet his face with the enthusiasm of an old friend.

He woke in a tent that smelled of medicinal herbs — tulsi, ashwagandha, and the sharp bite of camphor. His head throbbed. His hands were wrapped in bandages soaked in something cool and viscous. Through the tent flap, he could see the fortress walls, already transformed — taller, straighter, radiating the subtle glow of reinforced Vidya.

Pratap's face filled his field of vision. "You are an idiot," the big man said conversationally.

"I am aware."

"The healers say you burned through your Vidya reserves. Complete depletion. You are lucky your heart did not stop."

"How long was I out?"

"Six hours. During which time, nothing caught fire that was not supposed to catch fire, which tells me your systems are working even without you standing over them like a nervous parent."

Kshitij tried to sit up. His body vetoed the motion with a wave of nausea that tasted of bile and copper. He lay back down. "The north pass fire lines—"

"Completed. By your apprentices. Who are, incidentally, more competent than you give them credit for." Pratap placed a heavy hand on Kshitij's shoulder — not roughly, but with the deliberate pressure of a man who was about to deliver an order disguised as advice. "Rest. Eat. Sleep for eight hours. If I see you near the fire lines before dawn, I will personally throw you off the rampart."

"You would not."

"Try me."



On the tenth day, Tanay and Shesha returned.

They arrived at sunset, materialising from a teleportation flash that left a scorch mark on the courtyard flagstones and sent two nearby soldiers diving for cover. Tanay looked worse than his last visit — gaunt, hollow-eyed, his Vanachari grace reduced to the stiff movements of a marionette with fraying strings. Shesha, by contrast, looked pleased with himself in the way that only a Naga-vanshi who had accomplished something impossible could.

"We found them," Shesha announced, his camouflaged scales shifting through shades of smug green.

"The Maha-Naag?" Kshitij asked, his bandaged hands forgotten.

"Six. Six Maha-Naag, each one large enough to swallow an Asur-gotra whole." Shesha clicked his tongue with satisfaction. "They are... impressive. Also cantankerous, territorial, and inclined to eat first and negotiate later. But they have agreed to fight."

"How did you convince them?" Pratap demanded.

Shesha's tongue flickered. "I appealed to their sense of duty."

"You threatened them," Tanay corrected wearily.

"I offered a mutually beneficial arrangement framed within the context of existential necessity."

"He threatened them," Tanay repeated. "And then I made them laugh, which is apparently something no one has done in three hundred years. After that, they were quite agreeable."

Pratap stared at the Vanachari. "You... made ancient serpents laugh."

"I told them about the time Shesha accidentally camouflaged himself as a rock and was sat on by a mountain goat. They found it hilarious."

"That story is slander," Shesha hissed.

"It is documented in the Vanachari Chronicles, Volume 47, page 312."

"I dispute the accuracy of Volume 47."

"You dispute everything."

The argument continued, but Kshitij had stopped listening. Six Maha-Naag. Six ancient serpents, each one a living siege weapon, capable of matching the Asur-gotra pound for pound. It was not enough — nothing would be enough against eighty thousand — but it was a piece. Another piece of the desperate, fragile, improbable puzzle they were assembling.

He looked at the fortress walls — taller, stronger, glowing faintly with fire Vidya. He looked at the passes — lined with mantras that would turn them into corridors of death. He looked at the soldiers working by torchlight, carrying stones and sharpening weapons and doing the thousand small tasks that transformed a ruin into a stronghold.

Fourteen days. They had used ten. Four more to go.

It will have to be enough,* he thought. And then, because thinking of Falani always accompanied thoughts of insufficiency: *Come back to me. Whole.



On the fourteenth day, the Preta-sena appeared on the northern horizon.

A scout galloped through the south gate at dawn, his horse lathered with foam, his face white. "They are here," he gasped. "Coming through the northern plains. Thousands. Tens of thousands. I could not see the end of them."

The fortress went to battle stations. Horns blared — deep, resonant blasts that bounced off the mountains and came back multiplied, filling the air with a sound like the breath of gods. Soldiers ran to their positions. Tantrics took their places along the fire lines. Riders mounted their Naag-vamshi, the serpentine creatures hissing and coiling with anticipation.

Kshitij stood on the north wall and watched the army of the dead approach.

They came like a tide. Grey-skinned, empty-eyed, moving in lockstep with the mechanical precision of a nightmare given form. The front ranks entered the northern pass — fifty abreast, as predicted — and began the long, narrow march toward Paashan Nagari's gates.

Behind them, visible above the pass walls, the heads of the Asur-gotra — twelve in total, their monstrous silhouettes blocking the sky.

Kshitij's hands throbbed beneath their bandages. His Vidya reserves were at perhaps seventy percent — enough for sustained combat, not enough for heroics. He could feel the fire mantras inscribed in the stone beneath his feet, dormant, waiting, hungry.

He raised his hand. Two thousand Tantrics watched. Five hundred Riders waited. On the ridgelines, six Maha-Naag — vast, ancient, terrible — uncoiled from their resting positions with a sound like boulders grinding together.

The first Preta entered the killzone.

Kshitij dropped his hand.

The passes exploded into fire.


  
    Chapter 14: The Acceptance

    
    
  
  Falani felt the battle begin before any messenger arrived.

She was in the underground chamber — the ancient Devya temple beneath Chandrika Durga that she and Kshitij had discovered weeks ago — studying the carvings by torchlight when the stone beneath her feet vibrated. Not the deep, rhythmic pulse of Earth Tantrics at work. Something different. Something distant and violent, transmitted through bedrock the way a spider feels a fly strike its web from the farthest strand.

She pressed her palm flat against the carved wall. The stone was cold and rough, the carvings grooves beneath her fingers that she had learned to read by touch — spirals and lines and shapes that predated written language, the visual vocabulary of a race that had been one before it became two.

Kshitij.

The thought was immediate and visceral, lodging in her chest like a splinter. He was at Paashan Nagari. The Preta-sena was at Paashan Nagari. The vibration she felt was eighty thousand dead things smashing against walls that her partner had built with his blistered hands.

She climbed the spiral staircase two at a time, burst into the courtyard, and found Chandrika Durga in controlled pandemonium. Riders were mounting their Naag-vamshi. Tantrics were forming combat units. Civilians — the refugees who had poured in from the north over the past weeks — huddled in clusters, their faces the colour of uncooked dough.

Ishira stood at the centre of it all, issuing orders with the crisp efficiency of someone who had been preparing for this moment since the crown of High Priestess settled on her head. Her weather Vidya crackled around her in visible arcs — static electricity that made Falani's hair stand on end from ten paces away.

"The battle has begun at Paashan Nagari," Ishira confirmed, not looking up from the tactical map spread across a makeshift table. "Messengers arrived ten minutes ago. The fire lines held the first wave — thousands of Preta incinerated in the passes. But the Asur-gotra are circling the ridgeline. And there are more Preta than the fire lines can handle."

"How many more?"

"The fire lines destroyed approximately fifteen thousand in the first hour. But they keep coming. The passes refill as fast as they empty." Ishira's voice was steady, but her hands were not — they moved across the map with a tremor that she could not entirely control. "Kshitij reports that his Vidya reserves are holding, but the sustained fire is draining the mantras faster than anticipated."

Kshitij. Alive. Holding. For now.

"Where do you need me?" Falani asked.

"With Farhan. Find him. Keep him safe. If Paashan Nagari falls, he is our last weapon."



She found her brother in the Devya temple.

Of course he was there. Farhan had taken to spending hours in the underground chamber, sitting among the ancient carvings with his medallion removed, his negation field expanding through the stone like a silent scream. He said it helped him think. Falani suspected it helped him feel less like a freak — here, surrounded by the remnants of a race that had been whole, his brokenness felt less like a flaw and more like a deliberate design.

He was not sitting when she found him. He was standing in the centre of the chamber, his medallion in his hand, his eyes closed. The torches on the walls had died — extinguished by his negation — but the chamber was not dark. The carvings themselves were glowing. Faint, blue-white, pulsing with a rhythm that matched Farhan's breathing. The light was cold and sourceless, and it cast shadows that did not correspond to anything in the room.

"Farhan?" Falani's voice echoed strangely in the space, the acoustics warped by whatever Vidya — or anti-Vidya — was at work.

He opened his eyes. They were wrong. Not the blue-with-gold-veins she had grown accustomed to. They were entirely gold — molten, blazing, inhuman. She stumbled back, her spine hitting the cold stone wall.

"Do not be afraid," he said. His voice was his own — quiet, measured, familiar — and the contrast between the normalcy of his tone and the impossibility of his eyes made her skin prickle with goosebumps.

"Your eyes—"

"I know." He blinked, and the gold receded, blue flooding back like water filling a vessel. "It happens when I remove the medallion in this place. The carvings respond to my negation. I do not understand why."

"Because they were made by the Devya," Falani said, understanding crashing over her like cold water. "Before the Sundering. When Pari-jan and Vanachari were one race. Your negation is not just the absence of magic, Farhan. It is the original state. The state before magic was divided. The carvings recognise it."

Farhan stared at her. Then he looked at the glowing walls — the spirals and lines pulsing with that cold, sourceless light — and something in his expression shifted. Not acceptance. Not quite. But the first faltering step toward it, the way a man standing at the edge of a cliff acknowledges the drop before deciding whether to jump.

"The battle has begun," Falani said.

"I know. I felt it." He touched the wall. Where his fingers met the carvings, the glow intensified — a ring of white light that spread outward from his hand like ripples in a pond. "I have been feeling... everything. Since we came here. The Preta-sena. Kaalasura's Vidya. It is like a sound that only I can hear — a low, constant hum that gets louder every day."

"Can you locate him? Kaalasura?"

Farhan closed his eyes. The gold flickered behind his lids — she could see it, a warm glow through the thin skin. "He is not at Paashan Nagari. He is... further north. The Steppes. He commands the Preta from a distance. He does not need to be present."

"Then even if we hold Paashan Nagari, we have not touched him."

"No. To end this, someone has to reach him." Farhan opened his eyes — blue again, but the gold lingered at the edges like a sunrise refusing to yield. "Someone with the ability to strip his Vidya. Someone who can walk through his defences because his defences are made of magic, and magic does not work on me."

The weight of what he was saying settled on Falani's shoulders like a physical burden. "You cannot go alone."

"I know. That is what I have been thinking about. Down here, among these carvings, I have been trying to understand what I am. Not who — what. And I think..." He hesitated, turning the medallion over in his hands. The sapphire caught the blue glow from the walls and threw it back in facets. "I think the prophecy is not about a weapon. It is about a key. I do not destroy Kaalasura's power. I unlock the door that contains it. I create a space — a void — where his magic cannot exist. And in that space, he becomes mortal."

"And then?"

"And then someone else finishes it. Someone with a very sharp khadga and very good timing."

Despite everything — the fear, the urgency, the sound of distant battle vibrating through the stone — Falani laughed. It was short and brittle and edged with hysteria, but it was real. "You have been spending too much time with Kshitij. You are developing a sense of humour."

"Terrible timing for it, I agree."

She crossed the chamber and took his hands. They were cold — always cold — and the contact made her fingers tingle as the edge of his negation field brushed against her phytonic Vidya. It was not painful. It was like touching the surface of still water — a boundary, a threshold, the place where one state of being ended and another began.

"I will go with you," she said.

"Falani—"

"I will go with you. To the Steppes. To Kaalasura. And I will bring my Vidya, and it will work right up until we reach him, and then it will not, and that is fine because by then I will have done everything I can. The rest is yours."

He looked at her — really looked, with those blue-gold eyes that held centuries of prophecy and decades of silence and the infinite, aching love of a brother who had spent his entire life protecting his sister from the truth of what he was.

"Together," he said.

"Together."

They clasped the medallion around his neck. The carvings dimmed. The torches reignited, their ordinary flames seeming dull and inadequate after the sourceless glow. The chamber became just a chamber again — old stone, old carvings, old silence.

But something had changed. Something intangible, irreversible, like the moment a seed cracks open underground and the first root pushes into the dark.

Farhan had accepted.



They emerged into sunlight and found the courtyard transformed.

Riders from the Ekashringa had arrived — tall, proud Vanachari astride their crystalline-horned steeds, the unicorns' hooves striking sparks from the cobblestones as they pranced and tossed their manes. The air shimmered with the Ekashringa's natural Vidya — a subtle, pearlescent glow that made everything around them look slightly more vivid, slightly more real.

And beyond the Ekashringa, visible above the fortress walls, wings. Golden wings, catching the sunlight in great sweeps of translucent fire.

"Vanya!" Falani breathed.

The Pari-jan had arrived. Twelve fullgrowns, led by Vanya, circling above Chandrika Durga in a formation that was half military precision and half joyful chaos. Their wings painted the sky in shades of gold and copper and silver, and the sound they made — a harmonic hum, the combined vibration of twelve sets of wings beating in near-synchrony — was beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

Vanya descended. She was larger than Falani remembered — fullgrown transformation had added height and presence — and the gentle swell of her belly was visible even through the Vanachari armour she had acquired. Her golden wings folded neatly behind her as she landed, and her smile was the first purely happy thing Falani had seen in weeks.

"You look terrible," Vanya said.

"Everyone keeps telling me that."

"Because it is true. Also—" Vanya pulled Falani into a hug. The embrace was warm and fierce and smelled of high-altitude wind and wildflowers and something sweet and herbal that Falani could not identify. "I missed you," Vanya whispered. "More than I have words for."

"I missed you too." Falani's voice cracked. She held on for a moment longer than necessary, feeling the heat of Vanya's body, the steady beat of her heart, the subtle buzz of Pari-jan Vidya that thrummed through her skin like a distant song. "You are here. You are really here."

"I am here. And I brought friends." Vanya pulled back and gestured skyward. "Twelve fullgrowns. Forty Ekashringa. And—" She paused for dramatic effect. "Six Maha-Naag."

"Shesha said—"

"Shesha negotiated. I sealed the deal. The Maha-Naag respond better to music than to threats. Nimisha played for them. They wept. Ancient serpents weeping is..." She shuddered. "It is a sight I will never forget."

"Where are they now?"

"Heading directly to Paashan Nagari. They should arrive within two days."

Two days. The battle was already raging. Two days could be an eternity or a moment, depending on whether the walls held.

"We have to go there too," Falani said. "Not to the fortress. To the Steppes beyond. Farhan and I — we have to reach Kaalasura."

Vanya's expression sobered. She looked at Farhan, who stood slightly behind Falani, his hand on the medallion, his blue-gold eyes steady. Whatever she saw in his face made her nod — a short, decisive motion.

"Then I will fly you there," Vanya said. "Both of you."

"Your condition—"

"Is not a disability. I am pregnant, not broken. And this child—" She placed a hand on her belly, and the warmth that radiated from the gesture was palpable. "This child is half the reason the Devya need to be restored. If its mother will not fight for its future, who will?"

Farhan stepped forward. "Thank you, Vanya."

"Thank me when we survive." She turned to Falani. "Eat something. Rest if you can. We leave at dawn."


  
    Chapter 15: The Siege of Stone

    
    
  
  The fire lines held for three days. Then the Asur-gotra came.

Kshitij was on the north wall when the first giant breached the ridgeline. It appeared above the mountain pass like a nightmare hauling itself from the earth — four storeys of grey-black flesh, its head split down the middle by a jaw that opened sideways, revealing row upon row of teeth the size of khadga blades. The ground shook with each step it took, and the sound it made — a low, grinding bellow that was more vibration than noise — rattled Kshitij's bones inside his skin.

"MANTRAS ON THE RIDGE! NOW!" Pratap's roar cut through the chaos with the authority of a man who had been shouting orders for thirty years and had never once needed to repeat himself.

The combat Tantrics pivoted. Fire mantras that had been sustaining the pass killzones were redirected — a dangerous gamble, because every mantra redirected to the ridge was one less flame cooking the endless stream of Preta in the passes below. But the Asur-gotra could not be ignored. A single giant at the walls would accomplish what eighty thousand Preta could not.

Kshitij's hands were bleeding again. The bandages had soaked through with a mixture of plasma and the amber fluid that fire Tantrics secreted when their Vidya was overworked — a biological response, like a furnace venting excess heat. He ignored the pain. Pain was a language he had become fluent in over the past two weeks, and right now it was telling him nothing he did not already know: he was running on fumes.

The first giant reached the wall.

Its hand — a slab of flesh and bone the size of a wagon — slammed into the fortified stone with enough force to send cracks racing through the Vidya-reinforced granite like lightning through a dark sky. Kshitij felt the impact in his knees, his hips, his spine. Soldiers around him stumbled. One fell from the rampart — a young Rider, barely twenty — and Kshitij lunged forward, catching the boy's wrist at the last second. The weight nearly pulled his shoulder from its socket. He hauled the Rider back onto the wall, his muscles screaming.

"Thank you—" the boy gasped.

"Thank me by not falling again. PRATAP! THE WALL IS BREACHING!"



On the plains behind the fortress, Karan's army was still two days out.

He pushed them harder than was humane. Twenty-five leagues per day became thirty. Soldiers who collapsed from exhaustion were loaded onto supply wagons and carried. Horses were rotated every two hours, their riders switching mounts at full gallop with the practiced efficiency of Rajmandal cavalry — a tradition born of centuries of mountain warfare.

Karan rode until his thighs were raw and his vision blurred. The saddle leather was slick with sweat — his and the mare's — and the smell of horse and leather and his own unwashed body had become so constant that he no longer noticed it. His lips were cracked from the cold mountain air, and when he licked them, the taste was salt and blood.

Rudra rode beside him, tireless as granite. The general had not slept in forty hours, but his eyes were clear and his voice steady when he spoke. "Scouts report smoke on the northern horizon. Paashan Nagari."

"The fire lines."

"Or the fortress itself."

Neither of them spoke for several minutes. The column stretched behind them — eight thousand seven hundred soldiers, their faces set with the grim determination of people who understood that they were racing against annihilation.

"If the fortress falls before we arrive," Karan said quietly, "we engage the Preta-sena on open ground."

"That is suicide."

"Yes. But it is also the only thing left."

Rudra nodded once. He did not argue. He did not point out alternatives. There were no alternatives. There was only forward — forward through the exhaustion and the fear and the growing certainty that they were running out of time.



Back at Paashan Nagari, the second Asur-gotra breached the ridgeline.

Then the third.

The combat Tantrics threw everything they had at the giants — fire mantras, earth spikes, weather blasts that would have levelled buildings — and the Asur-gotra absorbed it all. Their grey-black flesh was resistant to magic in a way that defied Kshitij's understanding. It was not immunity — the mantras did damage, searing skin, cracking bones. But the giants healed. Not quickly, not completely, but enough. They were being sustained by Kaalasura's Vidya, fed by the same dark power that animated the Preta-sena.

"We need the Maha-Naag," Kshitij said to Pratap, his voice hoarse from shouting and smoke. The air above the fortress was thick with it — the acrid, oily smoke of burning Preta mixed with the sharper bite of discharged fire Vidya. His lungs felt coated with soot. Every breath tasted of ash and copper.

"They are a day out."

"We do not have a day."

Pratap's face was grim. The big man was covered in dust and blood — not his own — and his normally immaculate bearing had devolved into the raw, primal posture of a fighter who had been on the walls too long. "Then we hold. Minute by minute. We hold."



Midnight. The passes still burned.

The Preta kept coming. Wave after wave, an inexhaustible tide of dead flesh that marched into the fire and was consumed, only to be replaced by the next rank and the next and the next. The ash of the burned dead formed drifts in the passes — grey, gritty mounds that the living Preta climbed over without hesitation, their vacant eyes fixed on the fortress walls.

Kshitij sat against the inner wall, his head between his knees, breathing in ragged gasps. His Vidya reserves were at thirty percent. Maybe less. The fire lines were weakening — he could feel it, the way a musician feels a string going slack. The mantras he had inscribed with such care were degrading, their patterns eroding under the sustained stress of continuous activation.

A hand on his shoulder. He looked up.

Pratap. The big man crouched beside him, moving with surprising gentleness for someone his size. In his other hand, he held a steel cup. The liquid inside was black and steaming.

"Drink," Pratap ordered.

Kshitij took the cup. The metal was hot against his bandaged palms, the heat seeping through the wrappings into his raw skin with a sting that brought tears to his eyes. He drank. The liquid was chai — strong, bitter, heavily spiced with black pepper and a jolt of something alcoholic that burned a trail from his throat to his stomach. The warmth spread outward, pushing back the cold that had settled into his bones.

"That is vile," he gasped.

"It is Rajmandal battle chai. The Riders swear by it." Pratap sat beside him, his back against the wall, his khadga across his knees. "Your fire lines have killed approximately twenty-five thousand Preta in three days. That is remarkable."

"Fifty-five thousand remain."

"And more keep dying. The passes are doing their job, Kshitij. Without them, we would have been overrun on the first day."

A distant crash — stone on stone — made them both look up. The third Asur-gotra had reached the eastern wall. Its massive fist punched through the reinforced stone like a child punching through wet paper, and the sound was thunderous, final, the sound of a defence being breached.

"We need those serpents," Kshitij said.

As if the universe had been waiting for a cue, a sound rose from the south — low, rumbling, growing louder with each second. Not the grinding bellow of the Asur-gotra. Something deeper. Something that vibrated at a frequency Kshitij felt not in his bones but in his blood, in the primal part of his brain that remembered what it was like to be prey.

The Maha-Naag had arrived early.

They came over the southern ridge like mountains given life — six serpentine bodies, each one a hundred paces long, their scales the colour of oxidised copper and ancient bronze. Their heads were the size of houses. Their eyes — amber, slitted, burning with an intelligence that was older than civilisation — swept the battlefield with the detached assessment of apex predators surveying their domain.

The lead Maha-Naag — Shesha had called her Nox, though her Indianised name was Naag-Rani — fixed her enormous gaze on the nearest Asur-gotra. The giant froze. For a creature that had been mindlessly demolishing a fortress wall, the sudden stillness was startling.

Naag-Rani opened her jaws. The sound that emerged was not a roar. It was a vibration — a subsonic pulse that Kshitij felt in his fillings, in his skull, in the liquid of his eyeballs. The air around her jaws shimmered with heat.

Then she struck. The movement was impossibly fast for something so large — a blur of bronze scales and ancient fury that crossed the distance between the ridge and the Asur-gotra in seconds. Her jaws closed around the giant's torso with a sound like a tree being snapped in half, and she lifted the four-storey creature off the ground like a mongoose lifting a cobra.

The Asur-gotra screamed — a sound Kshitij had not known the silent giants could make. Then Naag-Rani shook her prey, once, twice, and threw the broken body into the mountain pass, where it crashed among the advancing Preta and created a dam of flesh that temporarily blocked the entire northern approach.

The fortress erupted in cheers. Raw, hoarse, desperate cheers from soldiers who had been fighting for three days without sleep and had just witnessed the impossible.

Kshitij leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. His hands throbbed. His lungs burned. His Vidya reserves were in the single digits. But for the first time since the siege began, he allowed himself to think the thought he had been refusing to think:

We might survive this.


  
    Chapter 16: The Burning Passes

    
    
  
  Dawn on the fourth day of the siege painted Paashan Nagari in colours that belonged to a funeral pyre.

The sky was the colour of bruised mangoes — deep purple bleeding into sickly orange where the sun struggled through the smoke that now hung permanently above the fortress. The smoke was a living thing, thick and oily, composed of incinerated Preta-sena mixed with discharged Vidya and the acrid chemical stink of Asur-gotra blood, which turned out to smell like burning copper and rancid ghee.

Kshitij had not slept. None of them had. Sleep was a memory from another life — a luxury that belonged to people who did not have fifty-five thousand undead battering at their gates and five Asur-gotra (one down, thanks to Naag-Rani) still circling the fortress like wolves around a wounded deer.

The Maha-Naag had changed the calculus. Six ancient serpents against eleven remaining giants was not a fair fight — it was a brawl, and the serpents were winning. Naag-Rani had already destroyed two Asur-gotra, her massive jaws and superior speed making the lumbering giants look like clay figures in the hands of a potter. The other five Maha-Naag had engaged the remaining giants on the ridgelines, and the sounds of their combat — the earth-shaking impacts, the grinding of scale against bone, the terrible keening of wounded serpents — formed a constant backdrop to the siege like a war drum played by gods.

But the Preta kept coming.

"Twenty-eight thousand confirmed destroyed," reported a haggard Rider who had been running kill counts from the observation tower. "Fifty-two thousand remain."

"Fifty-two thousand." Pratap's voice was toneless. Four days of continuous combat had stripped his usual gruffness down to something flat and mechanical. "And the fire lines?"

"Degrading. North pass at forty percent effectiveness. East pass at sixty. The mantras are burning out faster than we can reinscribe them."

Kshitij forced himself to his feet. Every joint protested — his knees, his hips, his shoulders all screamed with the accumulated abuse of four days without rest. His hands were a ruin — the bandages had been changed six times, each time revealing fresh blisters layered over old ones, the skin underneath raw and weeping. He could feel the heat of his own diminished Vidya flickering in his core like a candle in a hurricane.

"I can reinscribe the north pass," he said.

Pratap turned to him. The look on the big man's face was complicated — equal parts gratitude, concern, and the particular kind of anger that comes from watching someone you care about destroy themselves.

"Your reserves are at single digits."

"I can do it."

"You will kill yourself."

"Or the north pass fails and fifty-two thousand Preta pour through, and we all die anyway. At least my way, I choose how I go."

The silence that followed was thick enough to cut. Then Pratap — massive, gruff, indestructible Pratap — did something Kshitij had never seen him do. He placed both hands on Kshitij's shoulders and leaned forward until their foreheads almost touched. The proximity was startling — Kshitij could smell the big man's sweat, the metallic tang of dried blood on his armour, and beneath it all, the faint scent of sandalwood that Pratap used in his morning pooja even in the middle of a siege.

"You will reinscribe the north pass," Pratap said quietly. "And then you will come back here and sit down and drink more of that terrible battle chai and wait for help to arrive. That is an order."

"From who? You are not my commanding officer."

"I am something worse. I am the man who promised Falani I would bring you home in one piece." Pratap squeezed his shoulders hard enough to make the bones grind. "One piece, Kshitij. Not in a jar."



The north pass was a vision of hell.

Kshitij descended through the fortress's internal passages — narrow, stone-walled corridors that connected the main structure to the pass fortifications. The temperature rose with every step. By the time he reached the forward mantric positions, the heat was intense enough to make the air shimmer and the stone walls radiate like the sides of a tandoor. The smell was indescribable — charred flesh, melting bone, the sharp ozone of active fire Vidya, and beneath it all, the sweet, cloying stench of Kaalasura's dark magic that permeated the Preta like a cologne.

The fire line operators were at their stations — twelve Tantrics, each one maintaining a section of the inscribed mantras that turned the pass into a cremation ground. They looked like ghosts themselves — pale, hollow-eyed, their robes singed and stained with soot. Several had nosebleeds — the telltale sign of Vidya reserves pushed to the breaking point.

"Report," Kshitij rasped.

The senior operator — a woman named Meghna who had been one of Kshitij's first students — wiped blood from her upper lip. "Sections one through four holding. Section five failed two hours ago — we are covering the gap with manual fire mantras, but it is draining us faster than the inscribed version."

"Show me."

Section five was a stretch of wall twelve paces long where the inscribed mantras had been scoured away by the sheer volume of Preta pressing against them. The stone was blackened, cracked, and radiating a residual heat that made Kshitij's palms throb even through the bandages. Beyond the gap, visible through a narrow observation slit, the pass was choked with Preta — a writhing mass of grey flesh pressing forward with the mindless persistence of water seeking its level.

Kshitij knelt. He placed his bandaged hands on the stone. The contact was agonising — the heat and the roughness and the pressure against his raw skin combined into a symphony of pain that made his vision white out for a moment. He breathed through it. In. Out. In. Out.

Then he began to inscribe.

Fire Vidya was not like other magic. It did not flow from the Tantric to the world — it was drawn from the world through the Tantric, using the body as a conduit. The heat that Kshitij channelled was not his own. It came from the earth, from the stone, from the fundamental energy that bound matter together. His body was merely the pipe through which it passed.

But every pipe has a limit. And Kshitij's was fracturing.

He felt it as the mantras took shape beneath his hands — a tearing sensation, deep inside, as if the fire was eating through his channels on its way to the stone. His vision narrowed to a tunnel. His hearing reduced to a high-pitched whine. The world became very small — just his hands, the stone, the patterns forming in fire, and the pain.

The mantras ignited. Section five roared back to life, the flames erupting from the stone with a heat that drove the nearest Tantrics back three paces. The Preta in the gap combusted — instant, total, their bodies flashing from grey flesh to white ash in the span of a breath. The ash rose in a column that was briefly, horrifyingly beautiful, like a pillar of snow against the infernal glow of the pass.

Kshitij collapsed.

Not gently. His body simply ceased to cooperate — legs folding, torso pitching forward, hands slapping the hot stone in a reflex that his conscious mind had no part in. The impact drove the remaining air from his lungs and he lay on the scorching floor, cheek pressed against stone that was hot enough to brand, and thought: Falani is going to kill me.

Hands grabbed him. Meghna and two others, hauling him upright, dragging him away from the fire line. The cooler air of the corridor hit his face like a slap. Someone poured water over his head — lukewarm, tasting of stone and iron — and the shock of it brought him back enough to open his eyes.

"Section five is holding," Meghna reported, her face swimming in and out of focus.

"Good." His voice was a whisper. A thread. "Good."

They carried him back to the inner fortress. Pratap was waiting with the battle chai. Kshitij drank it without tasting it, his hands shaking too badly to hold the cup — Pratap held it to his lips, steady and patient, like a parent feeding a sick child.

"Help is coming," Pratap said.

"When?"

"Tomorrow. Maybe sooner."

"Tomorrow." Kshitij closed his eyes. The world spun behind his eyelids — a kaleidoscope of fire and ash and the faces of the dead. "Tell them to hurry."



On the plains south of Paashan Nagari, Karan's army was running.

Not marching. Running. Every soldier who could still move was covering the last twenty leagues at a pace that would have been impossible a week ago — driven by desperation, by the smoke visible on the northern horizon, by the terrible certainty that the people behind those walls were dying while they ran.

Karan ran with them. He had dismounted six hours ago when his mare finally faltered, her great heart giving out after days of relentless riding. He had pressed his forehead against her neck — the coarse mane damp with sweat, the skin beneath still warm — and whispered a thank-you that he knew she could not hear. Then he had set her free and started running.

His boots hit the earth in a rhythm that matched his heartbeat — steady, fast, painful. His lungs burned with every breath. His legs were columns of fire from hip to ankle. The armour he wore — light cavalry armour, borrowed from a soldier who no longer needed it — chafed at his shoulders and hips, the leather straps rubbing his skin raw.

But he kept running.

Because behind the smoke, behind the walls, behind the fire and the dead and the screaming, people were fighting for their lives. People who had trusted him. People who had formed an alliance on his word, his promise, his honour.

A king's word. A king's promise. A king's honour.

He ran until the fortress came into view — battered, smoking, but standing. Still standing.

And he ran harder.


  
    Chapter 17: The Tide Turns

    
    
  
  Karan's army hit the Preta-sena from behind like a fist through a rotten door.

There was no elegance to it. No strategy beyond the most primal: find the enemy, smash into them, keep smashing until they stop moving. Eight thousand seven hundred Rajmandal soldiers — exhausted, dehydrated, running on nothing but fury and the desperate need to reach those walls — slammed into the rear of the undead horde with a collective roar that split the smoke-blackened sky.

Karan was in the first rank. A king should not be in the first rank. Rudra had told him this seventeen times during the approach. Karan had responded by drawing his khadga and running faster.

The first Preta he killed was a woman. She had been someone's mother, once — the faded remnants of a ghagra clung to her grey frame, and a marriage bangle still circled one skeletal wrist. Karan's blade took her head clean off, and the body crumpled with a sound like wet cloth hitting stone. He did not pause to mourn. There was no time for mourning. There was only the next swing, the next body, the next step forward through a sea of dead flesh that grabbed and clawed and bit with teeth that held no malice — only the mechanical obedience of things that had forgotten how to rest.

The smell was beyond description. Rot, decay, the chemical burn of Kaalasura's animating Vidya, all mixed with the copper-and-iron reek of freshly spilled blood — his soldiers' blood, because the Preta did not bleed. They tore. They bit. They dragged down the living with hands that felt nothing and would not stop until the limbs were hacked away.

Rudra fought beside him — a hurricane in human form, his massive khadga carving arcs through dead flesh with the systematic efficiency of a man clearing brush. The big general's face was splattered with gore, his eyes were flat and focused, and his breathing was steady. Twenty years of combat had made him into something that was not quite human when he fought — a machine of violence and precision that operated independently of emotion.

"PUSH THROUGH!" Karan screamed, his voice cracking. "REACH THE WALLS!"



From the ramparts of Paashan Nagari, the arrival looked like salvation.

Kshitij watched through swollen eyes — he had taken a stone fragment to the face during the last Asur-gotra assault, and the left side of his vision was a blur of pain and bruised flesh. But even half-blind, he could see the Rajmandal banners emerging through the smoke: gold and crimson, the lion rampant, snapping in the wind with a defiance that matched the soldiers beneath them.

"They came," he breathed. "The mad bastards actually came."

Pratap was beside him, gripping the rampart wall with white-knuckled hands. "Open the south gate. Let them through."

"The Preta will follow—"

"Then we burn anything that follows. But those soldiers need to get inside these walls before Kaalasura redirects his forces."

The south gate groaned open — two massive doors, hastily repaired over the past two weeks, the iron hinges screaming with rust and insufficient oiling. The sound was terrible: a shriek of metal on metal that was audible above the battle noise, above the Maha-Naag roaring on the ridgeline, above the constant crackling of the fire lines.

Karan's vanguard poured through the gate like water through a breach. Soldiers stumbled into the fortress courtyard and collapsed — legs giving out, weapons clattering to the stone, bodies hitting the ground with the boneless finality of puppets whose strings had been cut. Some wept. Some vomited. Some simply lay still, staring at the smoke-stained sky with the vacant expressions of people who had run past the limits of what their bodies and minds could endure.

Medics swarmed them. The smell of antiseptic — neem oil and turmeric paste — briefly overwhelmed the battlefield stench as healers began triaging the wounded. A young Tantric healer, barely older than a child, moved among the fallen with steady hands and a face that showed nothing — she had learned, in two weeks of siege, to save her emotions for after the work was done.

Karan entered last, supporting a soldier who had taken a Preta bite to the shoulder — the wound was ugly, the flesh torn in a crescent pattern that would scar badly if it healed at all. He handed the man to a healer and looked up.

Kshitij was descending the courtyard stairs, moving with the careful deliberation of someone whose body was held together by willpower and bandages. They met in the middle of the courtyard, two men who had never been formally introduced but who recognised each other immediately — the fire Tantric and the exiled king, each one battered, exhausted, and stubbornly alive.

"Kshitij of Elvarath," Kshitij said, extending a bandaged hand.

Karan took it. The grip was weak — Kshitij's hands were too damaged for strength — but the intent was unmistakable. "Karan of Rajmandal. You held the fortress."

"Your fire lines held the fortress. I merely maintained them."

"Do not diminish what you have done here." Karan looked at the walls — cracked, scorched, but standing. At the passes — still burning, still consuming Preta, still functioning. At the Maha-Naag, visible above the ramparts, locked in combat with the remaining Asur-gotra. "How many have we lost?"

Kshitij's jaw tightened. "Four hundred and twelve defenders. Sixty-three Riders. Two Maha-Naag wounded, one critically."

The numbers were smaller than Karan had feared, but each one was a person — a name, a family, a life that would not continue. He filed them away in the ledger of debt that every commander carries and no commander ever pays off.

"And the Preta?"

"Thirty-one thousand destroyed. Forty-nine thousand remain." Kshitij paused. "But Kaalasura is not here."

"What?"

"He commands from the Steppes. North of here, beyond the passes. He does not need to be physically present to control the Preta-sena. As long as he lives, they will keep coming. We can burn every last one in these passes, and he will simply raise more from the next village he encounters."

Karan absorbed this. The implications were clear and terrible: holding Paashan Nagari was not victory. It was a delay. The only path to actual victory ran through the Steppes, through the army, to wherever Kaalasura sat pulling his strings.

"Then someone has to reach him," Karan said.

"Someone is already on their way."



Vanya flew through the night.

She carried Falani on her back and Farhan in her arms — an arrangement that was less dignified than any of them would have preferred, but fullgrown wings could carry two passengers if the passengers were willing to endure discomfort and the fullgrown was willing to endure complaints.

The air at altitude was thin and bitter cold, tasting of ice crystals and empty sky. Falani clung to the harness they had improvised from leather straps and prayer, her face buried in Vanya's shoulder to escape the wind. The speed was extraordinary — Vanya's wings beat with a power that generated a slipstream strong enough to tear the words from Falani's mouth before they formed.

Below them, the world was dark. No stars — the smoke from Paashan Nagari had spread across the sky like a funeral shroud, blotting out the constellations. The only light came from the fortress itself — a distant orange glow that pulsed with the fire lines and faded as Vanya carried them north, deeper into enemy territory.

Farhan was silent. He held the medallion in one hand, ready to remove it the moment they reached Kaalasura. His other arm was locked around Vanya's forearm, his grip tight enough to leave bruises. His blue-gold eyes were open, staring into the darkness ahead, seeing things that no one else could see.

"He knows we are coming," Farhan said. His voice was carried away by the wind, but Falani heard it — a whisper that bypassed her ears and landed directly in her chest.

"How?"

"I can feel him. His Vidya. It is like a pulse — a heartbeat made of dark shakti. And it is getting stronger."

"Then he is preparing."

"Yes."

Vanya adjusted her flight path, angling downward. "We approach from the east. The Preta-sena is concentrated to the south, between us and the fortress. If we stay high and swing wide, we can bypass the main force."

"And the Asur-gotra?" Falani asked.

"Six remain on the ridgeline, engaged with the Maha-Naag. The other six are dead." A brief, fierce pride crossed Vanya's voice. "The Maha-Naag do not lose gently."

They flew in silence after that. The wind was their only companion — cold, relentless, tasting of smoke and altitude and the sharp, electric tang that preceded storms. Falani pressed her face against Vanya's warm back and tried not to think about what waited at the end of this flight.

She failed.

Kaalasura. The Usurper. A being who had survived for centuries by consuming death and converting it to power. Who had split the Devya race in two. Who had raised an army of eighty thousand dead and turned kingdoms into graveyards. Who had murdered her grandmother through agents too cowardly to face a sleeping woman without a knife.

She was going to help destroy him. Or die trying.

Either way, she would not look away.



They landed on the Steppes an hour before dawn.

The ground was cold and hard beneath Falani's boots — frozen earth, crusted with frost that crunched like sugar underfoot. The Steppes stretched in every direction, flat and featureless, a vast expanse of nothing that made the sky feel impossibly close and the horizon impossibly far.

And in the centre of that nothing, visible as a faint shimmer against the pre-dawn grey: Kaalasura.

He was not what Falani expected. She had imagined a monster — something with horns and fangs and skin the colour of death. Instead, she saw a man. Tall, lean, draped in robes that were black not because they were dyed but because they seemed to absorb the light around them. His face was ageless — not young, not old, but suspended in a state that suggested time had simply given up trying to mark him. His eyes were the only inhuman thing: dark pits that reflected no light, that seemed to open into a void rather than look out from one.

He was seated cross-legged on the frozen ground, his hands on his knees, his posture that of a meditator in deep trance. Around him, in a circle roughly fifty paces wide, the earth was black — not frozen, not burned, but drained. The grass, the soil, the insects, everything within that circle had been consumed. Converted to fuel.

"He is drawing power from the earth itself," Farhan whispered. "That is how he sustains the Preta-sena at this distance. He is not just using death. He is using everything."

"How close do you need to get?" Falani asked.

"Within the circle. My negation needs to reach him directly."

Fifty paces. Fifty paces of dead earth between them and the most dangerous being in Suryalok.

Falani looked at her brother. In the pre-dawn light, his blue-gold eyes were luminous, and for a moment — just a moment — she saw not Farhan the quiet sibling, not Farhan the non-Mage, not even Farhan the Child of Prophecy, but something older and more fundamental: a key, shaped by millennia of division and suffering, designed for this exact door.

"Ready?" she asked.

He removed the medallion.

The world changed.


  
    Chapter 18: The Void

    
    
  
  The moment Farhan removed the medallion, the world broke.

Not metaphorically. Not poetically. The world — the physical, tangible, governed-by-rules world — fractured around him like glass struck by a stone. The negation field expanded outward from his body in a sphere of absolute silence, and everything it touched simply stopped being what it was.

The frost on the ground evaporated — not melted, evaporated, as if the magic that held the ice crystals in their lattice had been yanked away and the water molecules simply forgot how to be cold. The pre-dawn light shifted, becoming flatter, more honest, stripped of the subtle Vidya that permeated Suryalok's atmosphere like oxygen. Even the air tasted different — cleaner, emptier, like breathing in a room that had been sealed for centuries.

Falani felt it hit her.

The phytonic Vidya that lived in her blood — the constant, humming connection to every growing thing within her range — went dead. Not dimmed. Not weakened. Dead. Snuffed out like a candle in a hurricane. The sensation was like losing a sense — like suddenly going deaf in a world she had always heard in full surround sound. She staggered, gasping, and caught herself on Vanya's arm.

Vanya was worse. The fullgrown Pari-jan dropped to one knee, her golden wings folding involuntarily, her face contorted. The Vidya that sustained her fullgrown form was not optional — it was structural, woven into the transformation itself. Without it, her body was trying to revert to its natural Pari-jan size, and the conflict between what she was and what the negation demanded she become was agonising.

"Get back!" Farhan shouted. "Both of you — get outside the radius!"

"How far?" Falani gasped.

"Thirty paces! Maybe forty! Go!"

Falani grabbed Vanya — the fullgrown was shaking violently, her wings flickering between gold and the translucent gossamer of her original Pari form — and dragged her backward. Each step away from Farhan lessened the negation's grip. At thirty paces, Falani felt the first stirring of her Vidya returning — faint, like hearing whispers through a wall. At forty, it flooded back, and she nearly cried with relief.

Vanya's wings stabilised. She drew a shuddering breath. "I am fine. Go. Watch him. I will stay here."

"You cannot—"

"I cannot go closer. My transformation will fail. But you—" Vanya seized Falani's arm, her grip fierce despite the trembling. "You can survive without your Vidya. You are Tejasunaan. You trained with a khadga before you ever learned a mantra. Go. Be his eyes."

Falani kissed her forehead — a brief, hard press of lips against warm skin — and ran back toward the void.



Kaalasura had opened his eyes.

Farhan saw them from twenty paces away — dark pits that should have reflected nothing but instead seemed to contain everything. Every death. Every consumed life. Every act of destruction compressed into two points of absolute darkness that stared at him with an intelligence that was not human and had not been human for a very long time.

The Usurper did not stand. He remained cross-legged on the dead ground, his black robes pooling around him like spilled ink, and watched Farhan approach with the calm curiosity of someone observing an interesting insect.

"Ah," Kaalasura said. His voice was soft. Musical, even. The kind of voice that could read bedtime stories or pronounce death sentences with equal warmth. "The Child."

"You know what I am," Farhan said. His own voice was steady — steadier than he felt. The negation field surrounded him like armour, and within it, the world was silent. No Vidya. No magic. No dark shakti. Just two men on a frozen plain, speaking in the pre-dawn grey.

"I have known about you since you were seven years old." Kaalasura tilted his head. "When Manjari forged that medallion. Clever woman. Clumsy, but clever. She thought hiding you would keep you safe. But hiding is merely a delay, Child. You understand delays, do you not? Your entire life has been a delay."

The words cut. Not because they were cruel — because they were true. Farhan had been delayed. Contained. Postponed. His entire existence had been a holding pattern, waiting for a moment that no one wanted to arrive.

"Get up," Farhan said.

Kaalasura smiled. It was the worst thing Farhan had ever seen — not because it was malicious, but because it was genuine. The Usurper was amused. Genuinely, honestly amused, the way one might be amused by a puppy that has cornered a tiger.

"Why? You have nullified my Vidya. I can feel it — the void around you, eating my power like fire eats paper. Remarkable. I have not felt powerless in..." He paused, searching his vast memory. "Six hundred years? Seven? It is difficult to recall."

"Then you know this is over."

"Over?" Kaalasura laughed. The sound was gentle, almost tender. "Child. I was mortal once. Before I discovered magic. Before I learned to consume death and convert it to immortality. I lived for thirty-seven years as an ordinary man. A farmer's son. I learned to fight with my hands. I learned to survive without power."

He rose. The movement was fluid, unhurried, the motion of a man who had eternity to spare and was choosing to spend a fraction of it on his feet. He was taller than Farhan by half a head, and despite the absence of his Vidya, his presence was overwhelming — the accumulated weight of centuries of existence, compressed into a frame that had forgotten how to age.

"You think nullifying my magic makes me helpless?" Kaalasura stepped forward. His bare feet made no sound on the dead earth. "It makes me what I was before. A man. A dangerous, intelligent, experienced man who has been fighting — with magic and without — for longer than your bloodline has existed."

Farhan held his ground. The negation field held. But his heart was hammering, his palms were slick with sweat, and the gold in his eyes was blazing with an intensity that hurt — not his eyes, but something deeper, something at the core of what he was, the place where negation lived like a second soul.

"I did not come alone," Farhan said.

"I know. I can see the Pari-jan beyond the void. And there—" Kaalasura's dark eyes flicked past Farhan's shoulder. "The phytonic Mage. Your sister. She is circling to my left. Brave. Foolish, but brave."

Farhan did not turn. He trusted Falani. He had always trusted her, even when he could not trust himself.

"Here is what will happen," Kaalasura said, his voice dropping to a conversational murmur. "You will maintain your void. I will fight you. Without magic. Without Vidya. Just bodies and skill. And one of us will fall."

"I do not need to defeat you physically," Farhan said. "I just need to hold you here."

"Hold me? For how long?"

"Long enough."

Kaalasura's smile faded. For the first time, something other than amusement crossed his ageless face. Not fear — he had forgotten what fear felt like centuries ago. But recognition. The recognition of a trap seen too late.

"Long enough for what?" he whispered.

The answer came from behind him.

Falani had not been circling. She had been planting. Her Vidya was gone within the negation field, but she had worked at its edge — forty paces out — driving seeds into the frozen earth with her bare hands, coaxing them with the last of her phytonic power, building a ring of dormant life around the dead circle.

And now, standing at the edge of the void, she triggered them.

Vines erupted from the earth — not within the negation field, where magic could not function, but around it, forming a wall of green that was growing inward, pushing against the boundary of the void, creating a living cage that trapped both Farhan and Kaalasura inside the negation zone.

The Usurper could not use magic to escape. He was inside the void. And now the void itself was enclosed — a prison within a prison, with Farhan as both the lock and the key.

"Clever," Kaalasura breathed. "Very clever." Then he moved.

He was fast. Faster than a man with no magic had any right to be — centuries of combat training encoded in muscle memory that did not require Vidya to function. He closed the distance between himself and Farhan in three strides, and his fist — a tight, economical blow aimed at the solar plexus — connected with enough force to lift Farhan off his feet.

Farhan doubled over. Pain — white, blinding, total — detonated in his abdomen and radiated outward. He hit the frozen ground on his back, the impact driving the remaining air from his lungs. His vision spotted. His negation wavered — for a terrifying half-second, the void flickered, and he felt Kaalasura's Vidya surge against its boundaries like a wave testing a seawall.

Hold. Hold. HOLD.

He held. The void stabilised. But Kaalasura was already above him, his hand closing around Farhan's throat with the casual precision of someone who had killed with bare hands more times than he could count.

"I have broken boys stronger than you," Kaalasura said, his voice still calm, still conversational, even as his fingers tightened against Farhan's windpipe. "I have broken armies. I have broken kingdoms. What makes you think—"

A khadga blade — gleaming, sharp, unmistakably physical — erupted through the front of Kaalasura's chest.

The Usurper looked down at the steel protruding from his robes. The surprise on his face was so complete, so utterly genuine, that it would have been comical in any other context.

Behind him, Falani — inside the void now, her Vidya dead, her hair wild, her grey eyes blazing with three generations of grief — twisted the blade.

"You killed my grandmother," she said. "That was for her."

She pulled the khadga free. Kaalasura staggered but did not fall. His fingers released Farhan's throat. He touched the wound in his chest, his fingers coming away red — red, not black, not the colour of corrupted Vidya, but the honest, mortal red of human blood.

He was mortal. Inside the void, without his magic, without the centuries of accumulated power that had made him immune to death — he was just a man.

A man who had just been stabbed through the chest.

He fell to his knees. The impact was soft — the dead ground offered no resistance. His dark eyes found Farhan, who was gasping on the ground, one hand at his bruised throat, the other pressed flat against the earth, maintaining the negation with everything he had.

"Ah," Kaalasura said. Blood seeped between his lips. "So that is how it ends."

"That is how it ends," Farhan confirmed.

The Usurper smiled one last time. Not with amusement. Not with malice. With something that looked, impossibly, like relief. "Six hundred years," he whispered. "You have no idea... how tired..."

He pitched forward. His face hit the frozen earth. The robes settled around his body like a shroud.

The void held.


  
    Chapter 19: The Falling

    
    
  
  The Preta-sena felt their master die.

It happened simultaneously across every front — at Paashan Nagari, on the Steppes, in every village and town where Kaalasura's undead had been stationed or were marching. One moment they were fighting with the relentless, mechanical precision of things animated by an external will. The next moment, that will vanished.

Kshitij was on the north wall when it happened. He had dragged himself back to the ramparts despite Pratap's orders, because the fire lines needed adjusting and his apprentices were too exhausted to calibrate the mantra frequencies. He was kneeling on the stone, his bandaged hands pressed against the inscribed patterns, feeding the last dregs of his Vidya into the system, when the Preta in the pass below simply... stopped.

All of them. At once. As if someone had flipped a switch.

The silence was so sudden, so absolute, that Kshitij thought he had gone deaf. After five days of continuous noise — fire, screaming, combat, the grinding of Maha-Naag against Asur-gotra — the absence of sound was a physical sensation. It pressed against his eardrums. It filled the spaces between his ribs. It made the air feel thick, like trying to breathe through wool.

Then the Preta began to fall.

Not attack. Not retreat. Fall. They dropped where they stood — in the passes, on the plains, on the ridgelines — their grey bodies crumpling like marionettes whose strings had been simultaneously severed. The sound of forty-nine thousand corpses hitting the ground was soft and terrible, like rain on dry earth — a collective whisper of impact that went on and on and on.

On the ridgeline, the remaining Asur-gotra swayed. One by one, the massive figures — four-storey giants that had been locked in combat with the Maha-Naag — went rigid, trembled, and toppled. They fell like ancient trees, slowly at first, then with gathering momentum, their impacts shaking the mountain hard enough to crack the remaining walls of Paashan Nagari.

Naag-Rani — her bronze scales streaked with black blood, one eye swollen shut from a giant's fist — withdrew from the body of the Asur-gotra she had been fighting. The serpent queen raised her enormous head and tasted the air with a tongue the size of a bridge support. Then she let out a sound — not a roar, not a bellow, but a long, low tone that resonated through the stone and the smoke and the exhausted bodies of every defender on the walls.

It was a sound of triumph. Ancient, inhuman, and absolutely certain.

"It is over," Kshitij breathed.

Then he collapsed for the final time.



Pratap caught him.

The big Tantric had been watching from three paces away — had been watching since Kshitij dragged himself back to the wall against direct orders, because Pratap had learned that arguing with Kshitij about self-preservation was like arguing with fire about burning. He caught the young man as he folded, scooping him up with the ease of someone lifting a child, and carried him down from the ramparts.

Kshitij weighed nothing. That was the first thing Pratap noticed. The boy — and he was a boy, no matter his competence, no matter his courage, a boy of twenty-three who had just held a fortress against eighty thousand dead — weighed nothing. The fire that had sustained him, the Vidya that had filled out his frame with the energy of combustion, was gone. Depleted to zero. What remained was bone and skin and the faint, irregular flutter of a heartbeat that skipped every third beat.

Pratap laid him on a bedroll in the medical tent. The healers converged immediately — practitioners of restoration Vidya whose own reserves were dangerously low but who went to work anyway, because that was what healers did.

"His channels are scorched," the senior healer reported, her hands hovering over Kshitij's chest, her face tight with concentration. "The Vidya pathways — they are not blocked. They are burned. Like someone ran cremation-grade fire through veins meant to carry candlelight."

"Will he recover?"

The healer hesitated. That hesitation — a fraction of a second, barely noticeable — told Pratap everything he needed to know.

"His body will recover," she said carefully. "With rest and healing, the physical damage will repair. But his fire channels... I cannot promise they will carry Vidya again. The damage is extensive."

Pratap looked at the young man on the bedroll. Kshitij's face was slack, peaceful — the face of someone who had finally stopped fighting and allowed unconsciousness to claim him. His bandaged hands lay at his sides, the wrappings stained with blood and the amber secretion of overworked fire Vidya.

"He held the fortress," Pratap said quietly. To no one. To everyone. "Remember that."



On the Steppes, Falani was trying to keep her brother alive.

The negation field had not dissipated with Kaalasura's death. If anything, it had expanded — spreading outward from Farhan in a sphere that now reached sixty paces in every direction, its boundary visible as a faint shimmer in the air where reality transitioned from magic to void.

Farhan was unconscious. He lay on the dead ground beside Kaalasura's body, his blue-gold eyes closed, his breathing shallow and rapid. The effort of maintaining the negation through the entire confrontation — through being punched, choked, and forced to hold the void while his body screamed for release — had pushed him past every limit he had.

Falani crouched beside him, inside the void. Her Vidya was dead here — she was nothing but a woman with a bloody khadga and the desperate determination to keep her brother breathing.

"Farhan. Farhan, can you hear me?"

No response. His skin was ice-cold — colder than the frozen ground beneath him. The gold had receded from his eyes (she lifted one eyelid to check), leaving behind an iris that was pure, empty blue. No veins. No shimmer. Just blue.

"He needs warmth," Vanya called from beyond the void's boundary. The fullgrown Pari-jan was pacing at the edge, her golden wings flared in agitation, unable to enter without risking her transformation. "Falani, he needs heat. His body temperature is dropping."

Falani had no magic. No fire Vidya. No weather manipulation. She had her body.

She lay down beside her brother on the frozen earth and wrapped herself around him. Arms around his torso, legs tangled with his, her forehead pressed against the back of his neck. The cold was immediate and shocking — his skin was like touching a corpse, and the comparison made her stomach clench. She pressed closer anyway, willing her own body heat into him, covering as much surface area as possible.

"Stay with me," she whispered against his neck. Her lips were so cold they felt numb. "You do not get to die on a frozen plain in the middle of nowhere. That is not how this story ends."

She felt his heartbeat — slow, thready, but present. Each beat was a tiny vibration against her chest, a morse code message that said: still here. still here. still here.

She matched her breathing to his. In. Out. In. Out. The rhythm was a lullaby, a meditation, a refusal to let the silence win.

Minutes passed. Hours. The sun rose, painting the Steppes in the pale gold of early morning. The frost melted around them — not from magic, but from simple physics. Two bodies, sharing warmth, defying the cold.

Farhan's breathing deepened. His skin warmed — gradually, painfully gradually, degree by fraction of a degree, until Falani could feel him as something other than ice. His heartbeat steadied. The skipped beats smoothed into a regular rhythm.

The negation field began to contract. Slowly, like a tide going out. Sixty paces. Fifty. Forty. Thirty. It was pulling back into him, reabsorbing, the void collapsing inward toward its source.

At twenty paces, Vanya rushed in. Her wings swept around both siblings, adding layers of warmth — Pari-jan body heat, higher than human, radiating from her transformed frame like a living furnace. The scent of her — high-altitude wind and wildflowers and the sweet herbal note of fullgrown Vidya — surrounded Falani like a blanket.

At ten paces, Farhan opened his eyes.

Blue. Pure blue. No gold.

"Did it work?" he whispered.

Falani lifted her head. Behind them, Kaalasura's body lay on the dead earth, his black robes slowly being reclaimed by the frost. His dark eyes were open, staring at the sky. There was no light in them. No darkness. Nothing.

"It worked," she said.



The news spread faster than any messenger could carry it.

At Paashan Nagari, soldiers who had been fighting for five days dropped their weapons and sat down in the ash-covered passes, too exhausted to cheer but alive enough to weep. The fire lines cooled. The smoke began to clear. For the first time in nearly a week, the sky above the fortress showed blue.

Karan stood on the ramparts and watched the Preta-sena decompose. Without Kaalasura's Vidya sustaining them, the bodies were returning to their natural state — decay accelerated by the absence of the preserving magic, the grey flesh softening and collapsing into the earth. Within hours, the passes would be choked not with undead soldiers but with dust and bone. By tomorrow, even those would be gone, absorbed back into the soil that had birthed the bodies in the first place.

Rudra appeared beside him. The general was wounded — a deep gash across his left arm, hastily bandaged, still seeping — but his granite composure was intact. "Final count: four hundred and eighty-nine defenders lost. One hundred and twelve Rajmandal soldiers. Two Maha-Naag critically injured, one may not survive."

Six hundred and one lives. Karan closed his eyes and committed the number to memory. He would carry it with every other number — every cost, every debt, every life exchanged for a future that the dead would never see.

"The Asur-gotra?"

"All twelve destroyed. Six by the Maha-Naag, four by combined Tantric assault, two collapsed when Kaalasura fell."

"And the Preta?"

"Thirty-one thousand destroyed by the fire lines. Eighteen thousand by ground combat. The remaining forty-nine thousand fell when Kaalasura died. Total enemy losses: ninety-eight thousand, including the giants." Rudra paused. "It is the largest battle in recorded history."

Karan opened his eyes. The sun was climbing, and the fortress — battered, cracked, blackened with soot and blood — was still standing. The banners on its walls — Elvaran blue, Rajmandal gold, and a new banner he did not recognise: copper and silver, the colours of the Devya — snapped in a wind that had finally cleared of smoke.

"Send word to Chandrika Durga," Karan said. "And to Rajmandal. The war is over."

The words felt inadequate. Five words for something that had cost six hundred lives and changed the shape of the world. But words were all he had, and they would have to be enough until the poets and historians found better ones.


  
    Chapter 20: The World After

    
    
  
  The healers said Kshitij would live. They said it with the careful optimism of people who had seen too many recoveries turn into relapses, but they said it, and Falani held those words like a talisman against the darkness.

She arrived at Paashan Nagari three days after the battle, carried on Vanya's back for the last fifty leagues because the roads were choked with decomposing Preta and no horse would walk through the bone fields. Farhan rode with them — conscious now, eating, speaking in short sentences that cost him visible effort. The gold had not returned to his eyes. The negation field had contracted to a radius of five paces — barely enough to affect someone standing next to him, but still present. Still active. Still making him a void in a world made of magic.

The medallion was gone. Somewhere on the Steppes, lost in the frozen earth beside Kaalasura's body, which Rishi had cremated with Devya fire — the oldest, purest form of magical combustion, a flame that burned at the temperature of a dying star and left nothing behind. Not even ash. Not even memory.

Falani found Kshitij in the medical tent. The tent was large — a field hospital erected in the fortress courtyard, its canvas walls stained with blood and herbal poultice and the amber residue of overworked fire Vidya. The air inside was thick with the smell of healing: neem, tulsi, camphor, turmeric, and beneath it all, the warm, copper-and-iron scent of human bodies in various states of mending.

He was awake. Propped against a rolled blanket, his bandaged hands resting on his lap, his face turned toward the tent entrance as if he had been waiting. He was thinner than she remembered — the fire that had always filled out his frame was gone, and without it, he looked diminished. Not small. Never small. But quieter. Like a temple whose eternal flame had been extinguished.

She sat beside him. The ground was covered with a rough hemp mat that scratched through her salwar. She did not touch him — not yet. She needed to look first. To catalogue what was different, what was damaged, what remained.

"Your hands," she said.

He raised them. The bandages were clean — changed recently — but the shape beneath was wrong. Not deformed. Just... still. Hands that had once danced with flame, that had inscribed fire mantras on stone with the fluid grace of a calligrapher, were now simply hands. Human hands. Capable of holding, gripping, touching — but nothing more.

"The healers say the channels are burned," he said. His voice was hoarse but steady. "The pathways that carried my fire Vidya — they are scarred. Possibly permanently."

"Possibly."

"They are being kind. Permanently."

The word hung between them. Falani felt it settle into her bones — not as grief, not as despair, but as a fact. A hard, cold, immutable fact that would reshape everything that came after it.

"You held the fortress," she said.

"Everyone keeps saying that. As if it compensates."

"It does not compensate. Nothing compensates. But it matters." She reached out and took his hands. The contact was gentle — she could feel the raw skin beneath the bandages, the heat that was absent, the stillness where fire had once lived. "You matter. With or without the Vidya."

He looked at her. His eyes — dark, intense, stripped of the subtle flame-light that had always danced behind them — were more honest than she had ever seen them. "I am afraid," he said. "I have been a fire Tantric since I was eight years old. It is not what I do. It is what I am. And now—"

"Now you are something else. Something you have not met yet." She tightened her grip. "And you will not meet it alone."

He tried to smile. It was crooked, incomplete, the expression of a man reassembling himself from scattered pieces. But it was there. And it was directed at her.

"You said something before I left," he murmured. "About the woman I love."

"I said several things. I was under stress."

"You said 'did you think I did not know.' And then you left the room."

"I recall."

"Did you mean it?"

She leaned forward and pressed her lips against his forehead. The skin was warm — not fire-warm, just human-warm, the ordinary temperature of a living body. The contact was brief, tender, and achingly deliberate.

"Yes," she said against his skin. "I meant it."

His unbandaged fingers found her jaw. The touch was featherlight — careful, exploratory, as if he was learning for the first time what skin felt like without the filter of fire Vidya between his nerves and the world. His thumb traced the line of her cheekbone, and the roughness of his fingertip — callused from years of mantra work — caught against her skin with a friction that made her breath hitch.

"I will need to relearn everything," he said.

"Then we will relearn it together."



The war council met for the last time in the great hall of Paashan Nagari.

The hall was not great — it was a patched-together ruin, its pillars cracked, its ceiling sagging, its floor still dusted with the ash of thirty-one thousand incinerated Preta. But it held everyone, and that was enough.

Karan sat at the head of the table — not by right, not by agreement, but by the gravitational pull of someone who had marched eight thousand soldiers through a monsoon and arrived in time to matter. Beside him, Rudra — his arm in a sling, his face unreadable. Across from them, Ishira — the young High Priestess who had aged a decade in a month and emerged harder, sharper, and more certain of herself than anyone had a right to be at twenty.

Pratap stood by the wall, his arms crossed, his presence a declaration that he was done sitting. Tanay and Vanya occupied one end of the table, the Vanachari's silver eyes tired but content, the Pari-jan's hand resting on her belly where the child — half-elf, half-fairy, wholly unprecedented — continued its quiet, warm existence. Shesha was coiled on a windowsill, his tongue flickering with the languid satisfaction of a predator who had eaten well and seen his enemies destroyed.

Nimisha and Manan stood together near the door, their shoulders touching in the unconscious intimacy of people who had discovered each other at the worst possible time and intended to keep what they had found. Rishi — ancient, inscrutable, carrying the weight of millennia with a grace that made it look effortless — stood apart from everyone, his black-and-gold eyes watching the room with the detached warmth of someone observing the future taking shape.

"The Preta-sena is dissolved," Ishira began. "Kaalasura is dead. The Asur-gotra are destroyed. The immediate threat has been eliminated."

"Immediate," Karan echoed. "The word is doing a lot of work."

"It always does." Ishira allowed herself a ghost of a smile. "The longer-term challenges are significant. Rajmandal needs rebuilding. The northern territories of Elvarath are devastated. The border villages require resettlement. And the political landscape has shifted — we now have allies that did not exist six months ago."

"The Devya question," Tanay said. All eyes turned to him. "The Great Sundering divided our race into Vanachari and Pari-jan. Rishi's magic has proven that the division can be reversed — the fullgrown transformations demonstrate that Pari-jan can become what the Devya once were. The question is whether we pursue reunification."

"That is a question for the Vanachari council and the Pari-jan elders," Vanya said firmly. "Not for a war council."

"Agreed," Ishira said. "But it is a question that must be asked. And soon. The world has changed, and we must change with it."

"What about the boy?" Rudra's voice cut through the diplomatic niceties. "The Child of Prophecy. Farhan."

Falani stiffened. She was sitting beside Kshitij — who had insisted on attending, propped in a chair with enough blankets to stock a winter market — and the mention of her brother's name triggered a protective instinct that she was too tired to hide.

"What about him?" she asked, her tone carrying an edge.

"His negation field is still active. Reduced, but active. Every Tantric within five paces of him loses their Vidya. That is a problem."

"It is a condition, not a problem."

"In a world built on magic, it is both."

The room went quiet. The tension was real — the kind that came from fundamental disagreements between people who had just bled together and were not yet sure if shared blood made them allies or merely survivors.

Rishi spoke. The ancient Vanachari's voice was barely above a whisper, but it filled the hall the way a single drop of ink colours a glass of water. "The boy's negation is not a weapon. It is not a curse. It is a state of being — the original state, before magic divided the world into users and non-users. Farhan is what we all were, before the Devya learned to channel Vidya."

"Poetic," Rudra said. "Not practical."

"Then let me be practical." Rishi's black-and-gold eyes fixed on the general with an intensity that made Rudra — Rudra, who feared nothing — shift his weight. "Farhan's negation can be contained. Not suppressed — contained. I can forge a new medallion. Better than Manjari's. One that allows him to modulate the field — expand it or contract it at will, rather than simply blocking it."

"You can do that?" Falani asked.

"I forged the original Devya artifacts. The medallion Manjari made was an imitation of my work — competent, but crude. I can do better." A pause. "It will take time. Months. Perhaps a year. But it can be done."

"Then do it," Karan said. It was not a request. It was the voice of a king who had learned that the best way to solve a problem was to assign it to the most competent person in the room and get out of their way.

Rishi inclined his head. Agreement from someone who had been alive for millennia, given with the casual grace of a man who had agreed to things far more difficult.



The council continued for hours. Territories were discussed. Supply chains mapped. Treaties drafted in preliminary form — Rajmandal and Elvarath, formally allied for the first time in their shared history. The Vanachari and the Pari-jan, cautiously circling the concept of reunification. The Maha-Naag, returning to their mountains with the understanding that they would answer the call if it came again.

When it was over, Falani wheeled Kshitij back to the medical tent. Not in a wheelchair — those did not exist in Suryalok — but in a commandeered supply cart, pulled by a Rider's Naag-vamshi that seemed deeply offended by the indignity but complied because Pratap asked nicely.

"That went well," Kshitij said, his voice thick with exhaustion.

"It went. Whether 'well' applies remains to be seen."

"Optimist."

"Realist. With optimistic tendencies that emerge when I am very tired." She stopped the cart outside the tent and helped him down. His weight — so much less than it should have been — settled against her, and she held him steady while he found his balance.

"Falani."

"Hmm?"

"When Rishi makes the new medallion for Farhan — when your brother can control his negation — what then?"

She considered the question. Behind them, the fortress was alive with the sounds of recovery: hammers on stone, voices giving orders, the distant lowing of supply oxen and the sharper clip of Ekashringa hooves on cobblestone. The air smelled of woodsmoke and cooking rice and the medicinal herbs that had become the dominant perfume of Paashan Nagari.

"Then we rebuild," she said. "All of us. Together."

"Together," he repeated. The word sounded different in his mouth — fuller, warmer, weighted with the kind of meaning that only comes from nearly losing everything and discovering what remains when the fire goes out.

She helped him into the tent, settled him on the bedroll, and tucked the blankets around him with a care that bordered on ferocity. Then she sat beside him, her back against the tent pole, and listened to his breathing slow and deepen as sleep claimed him.

Outside, the sun set on the first day of the world after Kaalasura.

It was, Falani decided, a good sunset. Not spectacular. Not dramatic. Just warm, and gold, and present — the kind of sunset that does not demand admiration but rewards those who stop to witness it.

She watched it until the last light faded. Then she closed her eyes and slept.


  
    Epilogue: Seeds

    
    
  
  Six months later, the jasmine bloomed in Chandrika Durga.

Not the cultivated jasmine of the fortress gardens — that had survived the war intact, tended by phytonic Tantrics who considered botanical neglect a personal affront. This was wild jasmine, growing in places it had no business growing: between the stones of the rebuilt ramparts, in the cracks of the courtyard flagstones, along the windowsills of rooms that had been empty for decades.

Falani noticed it first. She was crossing the main courtyard at dawn — on her way to the Devya temple beneath the fortress, where she spent an hour every morning studying the carvings with Rishi — when the scent hit her. Sweet, dense, layered with the warmth of sun-heated stone and the cool undercurrent of morning dew. She stopped. Looked down. A spray of white flowers had pushed through a seam in the flagstones, their petals impossibly fresh, their fragrance so intense it made her eyes water.

She knelt and touched one. The petals were cool and velvet-soft, damp with dew that clung to her fingertip like a tiny glass bead.

"That is not my doing," she murmured. Her phytonic Vidya was recovered — had been for months — but she could feel that this jasmine was not responding to any Tantric influence. It was growing on its own. Wild. Free. As if the earth itself had decided that enough death had occurred and it was time for something to live.

She left it alone. Some things did not need tending. Some things just needed to be allowed.



Kshitij was in the training courtyard.

Not training — not the way he used to, with flames spiralling from his palms in controlled devastation. His fire channels were scarred beyond repair, exactly as the healers had predicted. He would never cast another fire mantra. The knowledge had settled into him over the months with the slow, grinding weight of tectonic plates — not a sudden break but an ongoing, permanent shift that reshaped the landscape of who he was.

He was learning the khadga.

Rudra was teaching him. The Rajmandal general had stayed in Elvarath after the war — officially as an ambassador, unofficially because he had nowhere else to be and the ghosts in Rajmandal's palace corridors were more than he was ready to face. He stood across from Kshitij in the morning light, his massive frame loose and patient, his own khadga held at rest position.

"Again," Rudra said.

Kshitij attacked. The movement was clumsy — a fire Tantric's instincts translated poorly to swordwork, the body wanting to channel rather than strike, to project rather than close distance. His blade missed Rudra's guard by a handspan. Rudra's counter — a lazy, almost contemptuous parry — sent Kshitij's khadga spinning from his grip. The weapon clattered across the flagstones and came to rest against a wall.

"Your footwork is terrible," Rudra observed.

"Thank you."

"You lean forward when you should lean back. You grip the hilt too tightly. And you telegraph your strikes by shifting your weight before you commit."

"Is there anything I do correctly?"

Rudra considered this with exaggerated seriousness. "You fall well. Consistently. With remarkable dedication."

Kshitij picked up his khadga. The hilt was wrapped in leather — real leather, rough and warm, nothing like the smooth channelling grips of his Tantric tools. His palms were developing calluses in new places — the pad of the thumb, the ridge of the index finger — replacing the smooth, fire-resistant skin that had once defined his hands.

"Again," he said.

Rudra nodded. Something that might have been approval flickered across his granite face. Then he attacked, and Kshitij met the blade with his own, and the sound of steel on steel rang across the courtyard — sharp, honest, the sound of a man remaking himself one collision at a time.

Falani watched from the colonnade. She did not interrupt. She had learned, over the months, that Kshitij's healing required two things: her presence and her patience. The first she gave freely. The second she practised daily, like a mantra of its own.



In Rajmandal, spring brought the first harvest since the liberation.

Karan stood in the fields outside Aashirvaad Nagari, ankle-deep in mud, surrounded by rice paddies that stretched to the foothills in a patchwork of green and gold. The air was thick with the smell of wet earth and growing things — the primal, rich scent of a land remembering how to feed itself.

Isha walked beside him. She was stronger now — still lean, still carrying the tension of three years' captivity in the set of her shoulders, but eating regularly and sleeping through most nights. She had thrown herself into the kingdom's administration with a ferocity that had startled the court — reorganising the grain distribution, establishing healing centres for the displaced, and creating a network of message runners that connected every village in Rajmandal.

"The yield will be good," she said, examining a rice stalk with the critical eye of someone who had been studying agronomy for four months and considered herself an authority. "Possibly record-breaking. The monsoon was kind."

"The monsoon is never kind. It is merely less cruel some years than others."

"Spoken like a philosopher."

"Spoken like a king who has been standing in mud for an hour and would like to go home."

She laughed. The sound was still new — still surprising, still carrying the fragility of something recently rediscovered — but it was real, and it was hers, and every time Karan heard it, the ledger of debt in his chest felt a fraction lighter.



On the slopes of Meru Parvat, Vanya gave birth at sunset.

The child arrived with the quiet determination of someone who had been planning their entrance for nine months and saw no reason to be dramatic about it. Tanay held Vanya's hand through the final hours — his silver eyes wide with a terror that five centuries of existence had not prepared him for, his grip tight enough to leave bruises that Vanya would later display with pride.

The baby was a girl. Small, warm, impossibly perfect. Her skin was the colour of evening sunlight. Her eyes — when she opened them for the first time, blinking at a world she had never seen — were silver with flecks of gold. Her ears were pointed, delicate, an inheritance from both sides of a lineage that had been divided for millennia and was now, in this tiny body, reunited.

"Devya," Rishi whispered, standing at the foot of the bed, his ancient eyes bright with tears he would later deny. "The first true Devya born since the Sundering."

Vanya held her daughter against her chest. The warmth between them was extraordinary — a heat that went beyond body temperature, beyond the physical, a warmth that was part magic and part love and part the fundamental energy of creation itself. The baby's heartbeat was rapid, fluttering, a tiny percussion against Vanya's breastbone.

Tanay touched his daughter's cheek with one trembling finger. The skin was soft as mogra petals. "She is perfect," he said. His voice cracked on the last syllable, and the Vanachari warrior who had faced dragons and armies and the extinction of his people wept openly in front of the love of his life and did not care.

"What will you name her?" Nimisha asked from the doorway, her veena in her hands. She had played through the entire labour — gentle, sustaining melodies that had anchored the room in calm while the universe rearranged itself to accommodate a new life.

Vanya looked at Tanay. Tanay looked at Vanya. In their daughter's silver-gold eyes, the light of two worlds — Vanachari and Pari-jan, moon and sun, elven and fairy — merged into something that had no name because it had not existed for millennia.

"Usha," Vanya said. "Dawn."



In the Devya temple beneath Chandrika Durga, Farhan sat among the carvings and felt the world breathe.

Rishi's new medallion rested against his chest — forged over five months of painstaking work, a masterpiece of Devya craftsmanship that made Manjari's original look like a child's first attempt at metalwork. It was silver rather than sapphire, shaped like a lotus, and it did not merely contain his negation — it channelled it. For the first time in his life, Farhan could modulate his field. Contract it to nothing. Expand it to a hundred paces. Shape it, direct it, control it.

He was not a weapon. He was not a curse. He was a key — and now, finally, he held his own handle.

The carvings on the temple walls had not glowed since that night before the battle. But they hummed. A low, constant vibration that Farhan felt in his bones — the residual echo of a race that had been whole, speaking across millennia to the boy who had been born to remind the world what wholeness looked like.

He pressed his palm against the carved wall. The stone was warm beneath his fingers, and the hum intensified — not painfully, but with a sweetness that was almost musical. Like the earth singing.

What do I do now? he asked the carvings. The question was rhetorical. The carvings did not answer. They never had.

But the jasmine growing between the flagstones above — the wild jasmine that no one had planted and no one could explain — sent its roots a fraction deeper into the stone, and the scent of it drifted down through the cracks in the ceiling, filling the ancient temple with a fragrance that was part flower and part promise.



At dusk, the people of Chandrika Durga gathered in the main courtyard for the first festival since the war.

It was not a grand event. There were no fireworks, no parades, no speeches from dignitaries. There was food — rice and dal and sabzi and fresh rotis cooked on clay tawas, the smell of ghee and cumin and roasted chillies filling the evening air until the entire fortress breathed with it. There was music — Nimisha's veena joined by drums and flutes and the untrained voices of people who had forgotten how to sing and were remembering. There were oil lamps — hundreds of them, placed on every surface, their small flames turning the courtyard into a field of stars.

Falani sat between Kshitij and Farhan, a plate of food in her lap, watching the festival unfold. Kshitij's arm was around her shoulders — a gesture that was still new enough to make her heart accelerate and familiar enough to feel like home. Farhan sat on her other side, quiet, his silver medallion catching the lamplight.

Vanya and Tanay were nearby, baby Usha asleep against Vanya's chest, wrapped in a shawl of Pari-jan silk so fine it was nearly invisible. Shesha was performing for a group of children — camouflaging himself as various objects (a chair, a tree, a very convincing water jug) while they shrieked with delight. Pratap and Rudra shared a bench, not speaking, because men of their nature communicated most fluently in silence.

Rishi stood at the edge of the courtyard, watching it all with the patient, luminous gaze of someone who had lived long enough to know that moments like this — imperfect, ordinary, warm — were the rarest and most valuable things in the universe.

Nimisha began a new song. Not the Lament of Janella. Not a war song. Something she had composed in the weeks after the battle — a melody that was equal parts grief and hope, that acknowledged what had been lost without pretending the loss was bearable, and celebrated what remained without pretending the celebration was complete.

The melody rose into the evening sky. The oil lamps flickered in a breeze that smelled of jasmine and cooking food and the clean, mineral scent of mountain air.

And in the ancient temple below, the carvings hummed.

Not in response to negation. Not in response to Vidya. In response to something older and more fundamental than magic — the sound of a world putting itself back together, one imperfect evening at a time.


  
    About This Book

    
    
  
  
      About This Book

      Bhavishyavaani (The Prophecy)

      
      Genre: Mythological Fantasy

      Word Count: 45,602

      Chapters: 22

      

      This book is part of The Inamdar Archive.

      Read more at atharvainamdar.com

      

      © 2026 Atharva Inamdar

      Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

      Published by The Book Nexus

      Pune, India

      thebooknexus.in

    
