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CHAPTER 1

			The Little Parrot

			The Great Celestial War was waged many moons ago. Blood rained on the three worlds of Triloka.  

			The asura, demonic inhabitants of the underwater realm of Patala, threatened the cosmic order by elevating their golden capital to the heavens. Their terrestrial cousins, the danavas, allied with them.

			But the rulers of the celestial city of Devaloka, the demigods,  would not let chaos triumph. With the humans of Bharat by their side, they met the forces of darkness in battle. 

			Corpses littered the three worlds. The God of Death had been well pleased those days as the number of his subjects swelled.

			 

			Kautilya took her eyes off the palm-leaf text. The eight-year-old princess of Bharat loved to read. Her favourite pastime was to bring a text to the meadows behind the Royal Palace, lie on the grass and immerse herself in it.

			She particularly loved reading about the Great War. After all, her father, King Chandra, was the hero who had brought it to an end. The demigods who fought by her father’s side were fascinating too. 

			She turned to lie on her back. In the distance she could see Devaloka, floating in the sky among the clouds, and imagined what its denizens would be like. They lived in a beautiful city, where the sun never set. They never aged or died. The Wind God had bestowed on them the ability to fly. If only she could be a demigod! 

			She picked up the texts again.

			 

			The humans beat the danavas. However, the asura would not yield. So the King of Bharat unleashed on them the most powerful weapon in Triloka, the Brahmastra. Once their great capital crumbled into the sea, the asura surrendered and the whole world bowed down to the might of the demigods.

			 

			Kautilya winced when she imagined the number of casualties there must have been. A whole city crumbling into the sea. But then again, asura could breathe underwater.

			How did one get a weapon like the Brahmastra? Her father never talked about it. Maybe the text had some answers. She flipped through it to see. 

			 

			To obtain the Brahmastra severe penance has to be done in the name of the Creator God. Once the Creator God is pleased he reveals to you the incantation to invoke it. However, one may use this mighty weapon only once in a lifetime.

			Several great warriors across Triloka are engaged in penance to obtain this great astra. On the other hand, there are rumours that Lord Vajra has tasked his best warriors to obtain the Brahmashirshastra, a weapon said to be four times more powerful.

			Considering the antagonism between the demigods and the asura, this wanton quest for power may lead to the ultimate destruction of Triloka. 

			 

			Kautilya shuddered. What a pessimistic author! 

			“Kautilya!” She heard a boy call for her. 

			The boy ran up the hill towards her. “Kautilya,” he panted, “why don’t you answer back when I call you?”

			Kautilya scratched the back of her head guiltily. “Sorry, Jay. I was just reading.” She held her arms out for a hug.

			Jay sighed and met the embrace. In the same embrace, he lifted her up. 

			Jay was the general’s son. He was two years older than Kautilya and her brothers but he spent most of his time with them. Everyone thought it was because he wanted to be with her brothers. But Kautilya knew that he wanted to be with her. 

			“You’d better not let any of your nannies see you reading those books,” Jay said. “They want you to learn how to be a good wife, not a philosopher.”

			“But I like reading,” Kautilya said. “My brothers hate studying but they’re forced to do it. I love it but they don’t let me.”

			“Adults are strange,” Jay said. He scanned the hills around them. “Where are your brothers?” 

			“They’ve gone hunting rabbits I think,” Kautilya said.

			“Why did you not go with them?” 

			Kautilya imagined scared little animals scampering away from deadly arrow shots. “I don’t like hunting.” 

			Jay smiled. “It’s all right. In any case, your father has summoned all of you.”

			Hand in hand, they set out to look for her brothers. 

			Kautilya had five brothers of her same age, the heirs to Bharat. Stories of their miraculous birth and wondrous abilities were retold across the empire. Kautilya, though born with her brothers, did not have any wondrous abilities. She could memorise long passages after one scan but that was it.    

			“What’s that between the texts?” Jay asked. He leaned over and looked at Kautilya’s other hand. 

			Kautilya let go of his hand, pulled out a scroll and showed it to Jay. She had painted a horse. When she wasn’t reading, she was usually painting. 

			“Wow, it’s beautiful.” Jay reached out. 

			Kautilya handed the scroll over. “I made it for you.”

			Jay scanned it with genuine admiration. “You’re so nice, Kautilya,” he said. “Thank you.”

			Kautilya smiled. She loved it when Jay praised her work. She loved everything about him: his beautiful smile, his soft embrace, his soothing voice. Jay was her best friend. 

			“I love you, Jay,” Kautilya said.

			Jay was flustered. “I ... uh ... you shouldn’t say that to strange men, you know.” 

			“Are you a man?” Kautilya asked.

			“Of course,” Jay said. “Why would you doubt it?”

			“You’re only ten years old,” Kautilya said.

			Jay puffed out his chest. “It is not one’s age but one’s actions that make one a man.”

			“Your mother said you still wet yourself while sleeping,” Kautilya said.

			Jay fumed. “When did she tell you that?” he said. “I will not talk to her today. She has to be considerate about my honour.”

			“Actually, she didn’t tell me,” Kautilya said. “But now that you confirmed it...” She laughed. 

			Jay grumbled even more. “It’s because I’m sensitive to the cold.”

			Suddenly Kautilya heard rustling in the trees of the orchard. 

			“Jay,” she said, “I think I found my brothers.”

			The mango orchard was a sacred grove dedicated to the God of Love. The mangoes there were set aside for the temple service and were not meant to be eaten by humans. And in Bharat even kings could not break sacred rules. Desecration was punishable by death.

			However, Kautilya knew her brothers did not care for rules. In fact, the fruit was even more appealing to them because it was forbidden. 

			Kautilya and Jay reached the edge of the orchard. It was ringed by a moat. 

			“Are you sure it’s them?” Jay asked Kautilya. “How did they cross the moat?” 

			Kautilya smiled. “A moat isn’t going to stop my brothers.” She turned towards the orchard and called out. “Hayan, it’s me, Kautilya. I need help crossing.”

			The golden-eyed, grave-faced Hayan could hear anything and see at any distance. Kautilya knew that he would be the one to call. 

			Soon there were splashing sounds and Kautilya and Jay saw a graceful swimmer speed towards them. The swimmer towed along a small makeshift raft made of lashed-together tree trunks. 

			Very soon the swimmer and the raft were on their side. Kautilya knew which brother would be so comfortable in the water.

			“Hi, Varun,” she said as her sleek brother burst out of the moat.

			Varun spat a stream of water at Jay and yelled, “Welcome on board the Mango Orchard ferry, my sister and her consort!”

			“I am not her consort,” Jay said.

			“When did you all make this?” Kautilya asked.

			“I don’t know,” Varun said. “Dhanush arranged the raft.” 

			Of course, Kautilya thought. It had to be Dhanush.

			Kautilya and Jay carefully boarded the ‘ferry’ and the raft sped towards the mango orchard. As soon as they neared the bank Varun leapt out of the water and tied the raft to a mango tree. He helped Kautilya get out as well. 

			Once Kautilya was on the shore she saw Hayan sitting in the shade, brooding. He did not like the sun. 

			“Hey, Hayan,” Kautilya said. “Thanks for sending Varun out.”

			Hayan nodded. Kautilya sighed. He was the silent type. 

			The trees rustled again. Kautilya followed the noise and sure enough, she found her remaining siblings. 

			A stone flew into the branches of the tree. They rustled and it rained mangoes. 

			The mangoes disappeared in a blur of activity and Kautilya was almost blown off her feet in the windy aftermath. 

			The blur came to a stop in front of Kautilya. It was her fast-as-the-wind brother, Sameer.

			“Hey, Kautilya,” Sameer said, panting. “How are you?”

			“I’m well,” Kautilya said. She saw that Sameer’s arms were full of mangoes. “That’s a lot of mangoes.”

			“Hey, come back, you little thief,” a heavy voice boomed. It was the biggest and strongest of her brothers: Bali. 

			“Finders keepers!” Sameer stuck out his tongue and sped off towards the bank. 

			Bali stomped in frustration. “This isn’t fair.” He studied the trunk of the mango tree. He grabbed it and with a giant scream began to push at it. 

			Kautilya had once seen an elephant knock down a tree. Bali was a tenth of an elephant’s size and she had seen him perform greater feats of strength.

			Sure enough, the tree began to tilt and its roots began to rip out of the ground. 

			“Bali, stop,” a commanding voice ripped through the orchard. “If you uproot the tree then we will never get mangoes again.” Kautilya recognised the voice. Only one person could get her brothers to toe the line.

			Kautilya looked around. She could not work out where the voice was coming from.

			Bali let go of the tree and hung his head in shame. 

			“Sameer,” the voice called out, “come back with the mangoes. We all helped to get them so we all share them.”

			Kautilya felt the wind pass her and Sameer placed all the mangoes on the ground in the clearing. 

			“Varun, Hayan,” the voice said, “both of you come here.”

			An eager Varun and an annoyed Hayan walked out into the clearing. 

			There were some more rustling noises and lo and behold the most handsome of all the brothers leapt out of the trees. His hair was long and dark and his frame that of a diminutive warrior. 

			It was the heir to the Bharat throne, the one who would be king: Dhanush.

			“Hi, Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “Would you care for some mangoes?”

			Kautilya nodded. 

			Dhanush picked up one and handed it to Kautilya.

			Then he turned to the rest of the brothers. “All right, so we have fifteen mangoes and there are seven of us. That’s two for each of us. Varun, help me distribute.”

			“But you will still have one left over,” Kautilya said. 

			Dhanush winked at her. “Don’t worry.”

			“What do we do with this?” Varun asked, holding the last mango.

			“Can I have it?” Bali said. “I eat the most.”

			“Let’s divide it into seven,” Varun said.

			Soon everyone was contributing their own ideas on what to do with the mango. 

			Dhanush placed a finger on his lips. Everyone went silent.

			He picked up a stone and dug a hole. He placed the mango in it and covered it with soil.

			“The last mango is an investment for the future,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya smiled. Dhanush sat down in the shade of the tree and bit into the juicy fruit. 

			Soon they were all seated in the shade of the tree eating. 

			Hayan suddenly tensed up. “Someone is on their way.”

			“Let’s run, then,” Dhanush said. 

			They all ran onto the raft and Varun began to tow them across like before. As soon as the raft set off, the angry priests came hurrying down to the shore behind them.

			The brothers taunted them from the raft, the tangy mango nectar running down their faces and arms.

			***

			Soon they were at the court. It was bustling with business as usual, its lower floor crowded with noblemen and bureaucrats. On the highest pedestal was the throne of the king. 

			Kautilya adored her father and knew him to be a loving, kind-hearted man. But others knew him as a fearsome ruler. 

			She was reminded why when he saw his heroic bearing. He was a man of renowned strength, evidenced by his large build. His large beard and his hair, kept long as per the custom of the warrior caste, made him look like a lion. He was the epitome of the human form.

			As soon as he spotted her, a tender smile formed on the king’s face. 

			“All right, new competition,” Dhanush announced. “Who can touch the elders’ feet first?”

			“You’re on,” Sameer said.

			“Yes,” Dhanush said, taking his stance. “Ready? Go!”

			The whole court was finally silent as they fondly observed Kautilya’s five brothers’ antics. The whole kingdom was fond of them. They even had a name for the group: the Five Raptors of Bharat.

			The brothers sprinted off and began touching the noblemen’s feet. As usual, Sameer was far ahead of everyone else. But Dhanush was running past all the nobility without touching any of their feet. He leapt onto the dais and before Sameer could reach it he touched the Chief Priest’s feet.

			He stood up and looked at Sameer and announced, “I win.”

			“How come?” Sameer said. “You only touched the Chief Priest’s feet.”

			“The most important thing is to get the blessings of the eldest, Sameer,” Dhanush said. “Since I have done the most important thing before you I have won.”

			The assembly laughed and the Chief Priest blessed Dhanush. Everyone loved him. 

			Kautilya was invisible as far as the nobility were concerned. But that was fine with her. She preferred being away from all the scrutiny. Unlike her brothers, she hated attention. 

			Without further ado, the brothers touched their father’s feet too. The king silently gave them his blessing. He then sternly said, “All of you should be more respectful. This is a courthouse, not a playground.”

			The five brothers dropped their heads, embarrassed.

			Kautilya proceeded to touch the nobles’ feet to get their blessings. Most did not notice her and those who did just quickly raised a hand in response. The Chief Priest looked at her and pursed his lips. Only the general, Jay’s father, responded with enthusiasm and a broad smile. 

			When she reached the king, he lifted her up in a hug. “How has my little parrot been?”

			Kautilya smiled awkwardly. The people of Bharat had a name for her too: the Little Parrot.

			Then her father let her down. “I want you all to meet a close friend of mine,” he said. He gestured to a corner of the courtroom. Kautilya turned to see a hermit. But unlike most hermits his hair and beard were clean, his saffron attire was crisp and his body was muscular.

			“This is Guru Akrama,” the king said. “We learned the art of war together. Now he is a great scholar and a man capable of fighting whole armies alone.

			“For the next eight years, you will be his students. He will train you on how to fight, how to strategise and how to be the rulers you are meant to be.”

			Kautilya observed the guru. He seemed wise but she also perceived cruelty on his face. 

			The five brothers proceeded to touch his feet. 

			The Chief Priest clapped. “Bravo, King Chandra. Guru Akrama is foremost in the art of war, and a man of great discipline. You have chosen a fine tutor for your five children.”

			Kautilya was aghast. Her brothers were going away to be tutored while she would be left back at the palace!

			“Not five. Six,” the king corrected him.

			The assembly, including Kautilya, gasped. The education process was tough for everyone. But it would be particularly tough for her. For one thing, no noble family sent their daughters away to the forest to learn war. She would be the only girl there. 

			Secondly, all her life she had stayed in the comforts of the palace. Her feet were baby soft because she had used them so little. She was not equipped to handle the rigorous discipline of an education in the forest. 

			The Chief Priest looked at Kautilya and shook his head. “Have you gone mad, King Chandra? Will you send a girl to learn war?”

			“Is a lioness not as dangerous?” the king said. “She will learn what her brothers learn.”

			“Your Highness,” the general intervened, “the girl will not be able to handle the strenuous nature of this education. She will need someone to take care of her. Let Jay go with them.”

			The king shook his head. “Jay’s place is by your side. Kautilya has to learn to take care of herself.”

			“We are there to watch out for her, Father,” Dhanush said. The other brothers looked at him incredulously at first but then they too nodded.

			“Why don’t we ask Kautilya herself?” the Chief Priest suggested. “What do you want to do, Kautilya? Do you want to go with your brothers to the forest?”

			Kautilya looked at the stern guru, then up at the priest’s disapproving face, and finally at the king, her father and her idol. Kautilya could not let him down. 

			“I will go with them,” Kautilya said. “I will learn to fight too.”

			The assembly groaned in disbelief but the king beamed. Kautilya smiled too but in her heart of hearts, she was scared beyond reason. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 2

			A City Crumbles

			When the court proceedings had come to a close, Chandra and his general were the only ones who were left in the courtroom.

			“Big decisions today, eh?” Chandra said to the general. He tried to smile but the thought of sending away his beloved children weighed him down.

			“It is a good decision. Akrama has no equal,” the general said, “But I am not sure if your choice for Kautilya was wise.”

			Chandra shook his head. “It was not an easy decision but it is a decision that I have deliberated over. There is great potential in her.”

			“Potential, my lord?” the general asked, “She does not have martial abilities like the rest of her brothers.”

			“Oh, Vasu,” Chandra said, “there is more to ruling than the ability to fight.”

			The general was unmoved. “I am just your humble servant, Your Highness. Whatever you decide is appropriate.” He then bowed his head and took his leave. 

			In his solitude Chandra he began to contemplate his decision. His thoughts led him to his past, to the fateful day when the Great War came to its end…

			***

			“All hail King Chandragupta Shveta, first son of the late King Bindusara Shveta, King of Bharat, custodian of the three Holy Rivers,” the announcer bellowed. 

			Trumpets announced his arrival ... but Chandra was unmoved. At that moment he felt just like any ordinary human trapped in a chaotic world.

			From atop his ornate elephant steed, he saw his tired battalions trying desperately to cheer his arrival but failing in exhaustion. Sweat stained their uniforms and blood drenched the ground on which they stood. They had just defeated the Danava army, and the shores of Jambudvipa, now saved from invasion, were lined with the blue-skinned corpses of their enemies and the amphibians that the enemy used as steeds. 

			Parts of the beach were scorched by the divine astras let loose by great warriors on both sides. 

			His general rode up next to him.

			“Your Highness,” he said, “we have won.”

			Chandra scanned the Vangopasagara Sea. Long ago, a god had given him the boon to see beyond the horizon and beneath the sea. “You speak too soon,” he said.

			“Asura!” a soldier screamed. 

			Hundreds of black ships lined with glowing red streaks of flame emerge from under the sea. The asura had arrived to help their ally. Black crystal armour covered them from neck to toe. Several had animal heads instead of their own. The rest wore fearsome helmets. 

			“Retreat!” Chandra screamed. There was no way that humans could defeat creatures of the underworld. But it was too late. 

			The asura soldiers leapt on to the coasts. They began to destroy the human army. 

			Chandra roared in frustration. He had almost run out of astras. It was time to unsheathe his mighty sastra, the divine sword Purogata. 

			He climbed down from his elephant and leapt onto a horse. Sastra in hand, he charged onto the beach.

			“Hail war!” he yelled as he leapt off the horse and into the midst of the asura warriors. As he landed he cleaved a goat-headed asura into two. The other asura were dumbstruck as their hereto impenetrable armour was effortlessly pierced.

			Chandra swung his sword in an arc and cut off the heads of all the asura who encircled him. He raised his blade to attack the last asura but his hand was caught from behind. As he began to turn he was kicked down. 

			An asura with a rhinoceros head stood over him, studying Chandra’s sword, which it held in its hand. 

			“Beautiful piece of work,” it said. “A weapon that can even cut through our crystal armour. What is this sastra?”

			“Let go, demon,” Chandra demanded. “It is a divine boon from the War God himself. It is not meant to be desecrated by the likes of you.”

			The demon roared in outrage and lunged as if to thrust the sword into Chandra’s chest. 

			Its tip stopped inches away from Chandra’s body. He smiled. 

			The asura was shocked. “What is this sorcery?”

			Chandra grabbed the sword hilt, kicked at the demon’s legs and knocked it down. “This weapon only cuts when it is wielded by its rightful owner – and its rightful owner is Chandragupta Shveta, the king of the humans.” He leapt to his feet and thrust the sword through the asura’s chest. It screamed as Chandra cut it in two.

			But now Chandra was surrounded by asura. Even with Purogata in his hands, there was no way he would be able to overpower so many of them. 

			He closed his eyes and prayed to the War God. 

			Immediately the asura began to scream. Chandra opened his eyes to see that those who had surrounded him were all dead. “Save your prayers, King Chandra,” someone whispered into his ear. He recognised the voice and it filled him with joy. 

			He turned around to see the most powerful being on the planet: the king of the demigods, Lord Vajra. The demigod was taller than Chandra, although also leaner. His hair was blond and his skin was so fair that it was almost white. At first glance, he seemed gentle, almost like a nurse, until one spied the two lethal pairs of metal arms that extended from behind the back of his armour: the Indrasastra. He was enveloped in lightning. 

			Chandra imagined this was what the Storm God himself would look like. He reflexively joined his hands. “Lord Vajra...”

			“The time for niceties is long past, o king,” Lord Vajra said. “It is time to finish this cursed war once and for all.” He extended his arms to the sky and vimanas, flying chariots, rushed past him. One landed next to them. 

			Lord Vajra gestured to Chandra to board the vimana. “Let’s destroy these water-breathing scum.”

			The vimana soared over the asura ships. Lord Vajra would occasionally fly off, engage in a bloody rampage on an asura ship and then land back on the vimana. Chandra held on and watched the asura ships being ripped apart by the demigods. Their ability to fly combined with their speed and strength made them unconquerable. With just a few score warriors, they were managing to quell the whole asura navy. 

			After a while, Chandra realised that the fleet of vimanas had reached the shores of an asura city – an island of black buildings and red lights. Lava flowed from its sides and asura ran amok through the streets preparing for war. It was a harrowing vision of the underworld itself.

			“Sutala...!” Chandra gasped. The asura capital! But how had it emerged from beneath the sea? 

			“Yes,” Lord Vajra told him, “The Asura Prime seeks to raise his demonic city to the skies and use it as a base to launch attacks on Devaloka.” He pointed towards a giant temple that towered over the island. A pillar of light emerged from its roof and shot to the sky. 

			“There is the unholy ritual that is powering this sacrilege,” Lord Vajra said. “It is time, my friend, to use the ultimate astra.” 

			Chandra nodded, and Vajra handed him a bow and arrow. 

			Chandra nocked the arrow, then closed his eyes and prayed to the Creator God before summoning his greatest weapon. 

			He opened his eyes and cried, “Brahmastra!”

			A bright light fell on Chandra and he felt power surge through his veins. The arrowhead shone like the sun. He took aim, and fired.

			The shining arrow flew above the melee, creating a booming sound in its wake. Finally it hit the temple tower, and blinding light bathed everything around it. A titanic explosion followed. 

			A giant crater now gaped where the temple tower had stood. The asura who had been nearby were now mere ash. The rising city cracked in half and began to crumble into the ocean, taking the demons with it. Many asura leapt off, but still more were crushed by falling buildings.

			All around Chandra the demigods cheered. The asura ships sank back into the depths of the ocean.

			Yet Chandra collapsed to his knees, overwhelmed by the horrors he had wrought. His eyes began to fill with tears. “What have I done?”

			He felt a soft hand on his shoulder. 

			“Do not regret, Chandra,” Lord Vajra said. “It is painful, yet it is the duty of a warrior. You must maintain order no matter the cost. Stand up and bask in glory. You have ended the war.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 3

			An Heir To The Throne

			Chandra returned to his capital, Aryavrat, amidst great celebration. The people were awed to see their ruler arrive on a vimana escorted by the king of the demigods himself. 

			When the vimana landed in the palace courtyard, all those assembled bowed down low and touched their foreheads on the ground. Even the warriors kneeled down. Warriors in Bharat kneeled only before their greatest kings. 

			Chandra got off the vimana and turned to Lord Vajra. “Thank you for escorting me back.”

			“This is the least I could do,” Lord Vajra said. “We have fought together so many times and you cannot see me as a friend?”

			Chandra smiled. “How can one as mighty as you be a friend to one as small as me, my lord?”

			“He can be friends with an equal,” Lord Vajra said. “You have done well, Chandra. Now go and rest.”

			“It is not yet the time for rest, my lord,” Chandra said. “My wife expects a child today.”

			“Ah,” Lord Vajra said, “in that case, the time for rest has long passed.” He laughed, the most confident and beautiful laugh Chandra had ever heard. “Farewell, Chandra. My prayers are with you.”

			“Farewell, my lord,” Chandra said. 

			The vimanas and the demigods that escorted them flew off into the clouds. 

			At once, Chandra was accosted by his subjects. Many showered him with flowers. But he had no time for revelry. 

			“Where is Subadra?” he asked one of his ministers.

			“The queen has gone into labour, your Highness,” the minister said.

			Chandra swept aside his welcome party and ran to the chambers of the queen. It had been too long, the wait for an heir. He longed to be able to hand over the reins of the empire to the next generation. The courtiers hoped that he would be blessed with a son but Chandra did not care. He had learned that a daughter could be just as worthy of ruling. 

			Several handmaidens rushed out of Subadra’s chamber. They froze when they saw the king. 

			“Where is she?” he asked one of them.

			They pointed to the bedchamber.

			He walked in, expecting to hear the screams of his baby. Instead, he was greeted by his sobbing wife. She sat in a pool of blood, surrounded by midwives who had all recoiled to the corners of the bedchamber.

			“Subadra...” Chandra said. 

			She lifted her beautiful face, her doe-eyes overflowing with tears.

			“What happened, dear?” Chandra asked.

			“I am not worthy to bear you an heir,” she said. “Forgive me.” She broke down. 

			Chandra wrapped his arms around his beloved wife. He looked to the midwives. From their expression, he knew that his wife would not be able to bear children. Dreams of playing with a child, teaching them to be a wise ruler and seeing them start their own family shattered. 

			He felt Subadra’s tears dampen his arms. He sighed. If this was the fate that the gods had chosen then he would gladly accept it.

			He took his beloved’s face in his hands. “Do not question your worth, my love. I do not need an heir as long as I have you.”

			***

			“Without an heir, you will never be reborn,” the Chief Priest said. “Marry a new woman, your Highness. It is the custom of all kings to have more than one wife and you have a very good reason.”

			“Yes,” his general said. “Look at the Lohitha king. He has a dozen sons and the gods know how many daughters. Yet he marries left and right.”

			“I will not marry again,” Chandra said. “I already spend less time than I want with my wife. I cannot have any more demands on my time.” 

			“But you have such a sickly wife,” the Chief Priest said. “She can hardly stand on her feet. Gods know when she leaves you a widower...”

			“Priest,” Chandra said, “if you dare say a word against her...”

			The court was stunned. Even the king was supposed to hold his tongue against priests. After all, they were the messengers of the gods. 

			Chandra realised he had erred. He stood up and stormed out of the courtroom. These people did not understand the relationship between Subadra and him. How could they? Only those who have loved can understand the meaning of love. Every moment of his day was spent in anticipation of being back in the arms of his beloved. 

			Even in his next birth, he wanted to be with Subadra. And to sully that relationship with a second wife was unthinkable. 

			He walked to the one place where he always found relief from the vagaries of being a king: Subadra’s chambers. As soon as he passed through the chiffon curtains that screened the entrance her sandalwood fragrance brought him joy. 

			He saw her sitting on a swing, feeding chillies to her tiny grey-yellow parrot.

			“The king is here, the king is here,” the parrot squawked. Subadra giggled and gave her a chilli. 

			“Will she never let me surprise you?” Chandra said as he hugged his queen from behind.

			“Kanha is jealous of you,” Subadra said as she stroked the parrot, “seeing that I love you more than anyone else in the three worlds.”

			“I love you,” the parrot squawked. 

			Chandra laughed and sat down next to Subadra on the swing. She regarded him. “Did you storm out of the courtroom again?”

			“Yes. The court is full of idiots,” Chandra said. He snapped a chilli between his fingers 

			“Are they asking you to remarry?” Subadra asked.

			Chandra sighed. “Yes.”

			“You should,” Subadra said. “There is no harm in marrying again. I am not getting any better. It will be good to have someone to take care of the household. And also, I will have someone to listen to my complaints about you.”

			Chandra smiled. “Is that so?” he said. “I heard the Lohitha family has a beautiful daughter who is of marriageable age. She is fairer than you, I hear.” 

			Chandra watched with amusement as she almost went green with jealousy. But then her expression turned sombre. Subadra put her palm on Chandra’s cheek. “You deserve an heir, my lord,” she said. “Bharat will collapse if you leave no one to take care of your subjects.”

			Chandra grasped her hand. “I will not marry again, Subadra,” he said. “I married you because I loved you. You are not just a means for me to have children. If the gods do not will it then so be it. Even if I do not have an heir, someone else will take over after me.”

			“But the people love you, Chandra,” Subadra said. “They want another king like you: just, strong and compassionate.”

			Chandra shook his head. “A man’s character is not determined by his birth, Subadra. It is through experience. I will train the next in line, whoever it is. I will make sure he is like me.”

			Subadra sighed and returned to feeding chillies to the parrot.

			“The Queen is sad,” the parrot squawked.

			“What is the matter, dear?” Chandra asked.

			“I want children,” Subadra said. She began to weep. “I want children like you, Chandra. I want them to look and to smell like you, I want more of you in the world. I will have failed in my duty unless this happens.”

			Chandra felt a dagger through his heart, as he always did when his queen wept. He took her in his arms. “I will find a way, Subadra. You will have children, my children.”

			***

			“I had no progeny for many years, sire,” the rotund merchant told Chandra. “My wife was barren and you know how men of the merchant caste are not allowed more than one wife. My great wealth would have been divided among my scoundrel brothers.” He turned to the court. “Brothers are not trustworthy. I was such a worried man.”

			“But I heard of the great sage who meditated in the foothills of the Himalayas. This man has a powerful connection to the gods, your Highness. He asked me to arrange the weddings of eight low-born girls.” 

			He looked darkly at the assembly. “At first I thought he must be a charlatan. You can never rely on these mendicants. One of them sold my wife a balm to make her slimmer. She now looks like a clay pot, I swear...”

			“Stay on topic, dear man,” Chandra said. The merchant would go off on frustrating tangents.

			“Apologies, your Highness,” the merchant said. “In any case, I followed the mendicant’s advice. My wife’s belly swelled like a pumpkin... This was before the balm. That balm...”

			Chandra gave him a stern look. 

			The merchant gulped. “She gave birth to octuplets: four sons to run my trade and four daughters to give me several grandchildren.”

			“And where is he now?” Chandra asked.

			“The one who sold me the balm?” the merchant said. “He is in prison.“

			“No, the one who told you to arrange the weddings,” Chandra said.

			“Oh, him.” The merchant nodded frantically. “Yes, your Highness. I went back to him. I am a man who rewards those who are of service to me. But I was informed he had retreated to the peak of Manaslu. I am just a merchant, your Highness. I cannot possibly hope to scale a mountain so high. And now that the balm has made my wife...”

			Chandra raised his hand to silence the merchant. He turned to Subadra who was sitting by his side rapt with attention. 

			“I will go,” Chandra said. “I will make a pilgrimage to the mountain. I am sure I can scale it. I will come back with a boon.”

			“I will accompany you,” Subadra said.

			He shook his head. “You cannot come, Subadra. It will take a month to reach the foothills. The path is dangerous. It would also require superhuman skills to scale the mountain. In your condition...”

			Subadra turned to Chandra, anger flaring in her doe-eyes. “Have you forgotten why you fell in love with me in the first place?”

			Chandra relented. The blood of the fearsome warriors of Magadha coursed through her veins. He could never win against her determination.

			“Very well, Subadra,” Chandra said. “The two of us will make the pilgrimage to Mount Manaslu.”

			The courtiers protested. “But who will rule while you are gone?”

			Chandra stood up. He handed the Purogata to his general. “You will rule in my stead. The sword stands as representative of the King of Bharat. It can only be wielded by the one it chooses as worthy to lead our nation.”

			The general kneeled in reverence. He received the Purogata with both hands. Chandra smiled. It was a great honour to even touch the legendary sword that had been passed on for centuries from one King of Bharat to the next. 

			Chandra then took Subadra’s hand and proclaimed to the court. “We will return with an heir or we will not return at all.”

			***

			Wind and snow seemed to pierce Chandra’s skin like needles. He turned to see Subadra, who was shivering in the cold. Condensation formed at her mouth when she coughed. The royal couple was trekking through the snows of the Himalayas wearing only saffron vestments. The council had told him to take along servants and bodyguards but Chandra had refused. Subadra insisted that they do this pilgrimage by themselves. 

			The month-long journey to the foot of Mount Manaslu had been easy. Chandra enjoyed getting a respite from running the country and being able to spend all his day with Subadra. They met many subjects, saw many sights and fell in love again several times over. 

			However, they were humbled when they saw the lofty peak of Manaslu. To scale it in their current condition would be an extraordinary feat. It would not have been a challenge for him had he been in his peak health. But a month of irregular food and sleep had taken its toll on him. And Subadra’s condition had worsened.

			However, with the name of the War God on their lips, they began their trek. Until the foot of the mountain they had encountered the poor; now they encountered the wild. Creatures they had only read about freely roamed the mountains. 

			The higher they went the sparser life became. By the time they reached the snowy part of the mountain, there were no shrubs they could forage. Chandra would hunt a stray bird to eat but Subadra refused to eat meat. He grew concerned for her health as her bones began to show through her skin. However, she willed herself to overcome exhaustion and hunger.

			Finally, they had nearly reached the peak. Snow fell on all sides like torrential rain. Icy winds froze his bones. 

			“We are almost there,” Chandra encouraged Subadra. She was coughing hard as she tried to keep pace with him. She nodded and gestured to him to go ahead. 

			Chandra walked ahead and saw a shadowy figure meditating on the peak. Only one man could be meditating so high up on the mountain. Chandra knew they had found the one they were looking for. 

			He turned to call Subadra. “We have arrived!” he exclaimed. 

			She beamed. She tried to quicken her pace, but became unsteady – and then she collapsed on the snow. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 4

			His Holiness

			Chandra ran to Subadra. 

			She had fainted. He pressed his ear against her chest and realised that her heart had slowed. Maybe the sage would be able to help. 

			He lifted her up into his arms and carried her to the peak. 

			The sage was meditating cross-legged on a tiger pelt spread atop an icy boulder. His long hair and beard were glazed with frost. Despite this, he was wearing only animal skins. 

			“Welcome, King Chandra,” he said in a baritone as he opened his eyes.

			“Your holiness,” Chandra said as he bowed down in reverence. 

			“Your holiness?” the sage said. He put a finger to his chin. “Am I holy? Or am I just wearing the guise of a holy man in this birth? What is my place in the world? What is my place in the Cosmic Design?”

			Chandra did not respond. He knew that great sages were usually mad. Living isolated from society affected one’s mind.

			He touched his forehead on the ground before the sage’s crossed feet. “It is an honour to meet you, your holiness.”

			“Why have you come here looking for me, king?” the sage asked.

			“We need your help, your holiness,” Chandra said. He raised the limp body of his wife. 

			“Stop calling me holy,” the sage said. “I am far from it. Place the lady on the pelt.” He then handed Chandra a bowl. “Put some snow in this.” 

			Chandra took the bowl and put handfuls of snow into it. Once the bowl was full he handed it back. The sage took the bowl in his hand and the snow promptly melted into water, which the sage poured into Subadra’s mouth. Upon drinking water, Subadra coughed and began to tremble in the icy wind. 

			“What is that in your bag?” the sage asked.

			“These are dry fruits and sweets,” Chandra said. “We brought them as offerings to you.”

			“Offer them to this lady,” the sage said. “She needs them more than I do.”

			Chandra nodded. He fed some fruits to Subadra, who chewed them slowly. The sage held the bowl to her lips again and she gulped down some more water.

			The sage pointed to a collection of animal pelts by his side. “Cover her body. Her feet are frostbitten. Her lungs have been consumed by the icy air and her blood has been drained of nutrients.”

			Chandra frantically gathered up the animal skins and wrapped them around Subadra.

			“Why this arduous journey to my humble abode, king?” the sage asked. 

			Chandra breathed in. “We need your help, your holiness. We need a son.”

			“You know there are far more enjoyable ways to make children than trekking up a snowy mountain,” the sage said, then laughed heartily. 

			“My wife,” the king said. “She is barren.”

			“Oh,” the sage said. “How can I help you then?”

			“I want you to give me a boon,” Chandra said, “which I can use to get an heir.”

			The sage sighed. “My king, do you want to know why I came here into these mountains? It was because when I was near civilisation, every day some lout would come to me asking for a son. How many sons does this nation need? What about daughters? Who will your sons marry? 

			“In any case, sons or daughters, I am a sage. My duty is to contemplate the mysteries of the Cosmic Design, not  a midwife. I came to this high and dangerous peak hoping to finally find some peace and quiet. But look who turns up? The King of Bharat himself, asking for a son.”

			“But,” Chandra said, “he will be the heir to the throne of men. This will determine the course of history.”

			The sage laughed. “The course of history? Oh, the hubris. Let me tell you, king. In the grand Cosmic Design, your empire is nothing but a speck of dust and your ‘history’ is just the blink of an eye.”

			Chandra did not know how to respond. He did not care about the Cosmic Design. He was a simple man who only cared for the present moment. 

			“Very well,” the sage said, “I will grant you your boon. What will you give as a tribute?”

			Chandra pulled out more of the sweets, fruits and ritual materials that he had brought along. 

			“What is this?” the sage asked. “It is a powerful boon you require, king. It is a great tribute you must give.”

			“Forgive me,” Chandra said. “I will get the tribute to you once I am back to my kingdom.” He showed the sage his empty hands. “I don’t have anything else with me right now,” 

			“That doesn’t work,” the sage said.

			Suddenly Subadra began wheezing in fits. 

			The sage stared at her for some time. He sighed and shook his head. “You shall have your son,” the sage said. “In fact, you can have as many sons as you wish. Sacrifice birds in the name of the Fire God. You will have a child with the same qualities as the bird. That is your boon.”

			“Thank you, o sage,” Chandra said as he touched his feet. “I apologise for not bringing a worthy enough tribute. I will arrange for it as soon as I am back. ”

			The sage raised his hand to bless the king. “You don’t need to bring any more tributes.” He placed his hand on Subadra’s forehead. “Your queen has already sacrificed enough. Now take her back home.”

			Chandra touched the sage’s feet again and he lifted up Subadra in his arms. 

			As she began to open her eyes, Chandra smiled at her. “Subadra,” he said, “the sage has granted us a boon. We will have many sons.”

			“That is good news,” she said.

			“Yes,” Chandra said. “The journey was worth it.”

			Subadra nodded. “It was a beautiful journey. I got you to myself after so long, Chandra. It felt like our first journey together. Look how life comes full circle. Our life together began and ends with a journey.”

			“What are you saying?” Chandra said. “We have much longer to live together.” 

			She looked up at him with fading eyes and smiled. “I have fulfilled my duty, my love. Promise me that you will meet me in the next birth.” 

			And then along with the snowflakes, the howling winds of Manaslu carried Subadra’s spirit away. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 5

			The Sacrifice

			Chandra wept as he carried the corpse of his wife down the mountain. The joy at the prospect of having children was quickly overwhelmed by the sorrow of losing Subadra. What use were the children if he did not have her as their mother? What use was he? 

			Saviour of the three worlds, protector of Bharat, Hero of the Age: all these were his epithets, yet he could not save his own wife. 

			He did not stop to rest on the journey down. The goal of descending the mountain kept his mind off the dead Subadra in his arms. He did not look at her as he feared his anguish would consume him. 

			After two days of frantic stumbling, he reached the foot of the mountain. When he reached the plains, he realised there was nothing beckoning him onwards any more. He looked down at his wife’s dead face and his heart almost burst. He could not go on. 

			Suddenly a familiar neighing greeted him. He raised his eyes. In front of him was the general astride a black stallion. To both sides were Chandra’s aides and servants holding trays of flowers, fruits and sweets.

			“What are you doing here?” Chandra asked.

			“I had the whole nation keep an eye on you, my lord,” the general said. “As soon as I got news that you had reached the foot of Manaslu, I left all else and made my way here. I cannot let the one true king of Bharat have no one to welcome him when he returns from his self-imposed exile.” 

			The general’s eyes fell on the limp body of Subadra in Chandra’s arms. He quickly leapt off his horse and ran to the king’s aid. “What happened, your Highness?”

			“She is gone,” Chandra said. “Subadra is gone. Oh, how my heart pains me.” His sorrow crept upon him again. He wished to cry. 

			But then he looked over the general’s shoulder and saw his subjects, who were desperate to hear the news. Chandra sighed. He had to be a king today. He composed himself and announced. “The nation’s future is secure. I will have an heir.”

			The assembly roared in approval. “Hail the king! Hail Bharat! Hail war!”

			***

			The whole nation celebrated. In the day, people welcomed his entourage with drums and dancers. At night, villages and towns would be lit up with earthen lamps. 

			The biggest celebration awaited Chandra at the capital. The streets were lined with revellers. People cheered his name everywhere. Flowers rained from the rooftops and rose water was poured on the streets. 

			However, Chandra’s mind was warped with grief. He had cremated his wife at the foothills and dispersed her ashes in the Ganges. All meaning in his life dissolved in the river along with her remains. The celebrations were a mere charade, to his mind. 

			When he was back at his palace all the nobles congratulated him on his successful pilgrimage and return. He faked smiles till his face ached. He craved solitude. 

			He got it at long last when he finally reached the queen’s chambers. Her fragrance still wafted through the air. He pulled the sheets off her bed and cried into them. 

			Suddenly a squawk distracted him. Subadra’s tiny parrot flew to Chandra and began plucking at his hair. 

			Chandra looked up and smiled. The bird was the last connection to the love of his life.

			“What have you been up to, you naughty thing?” he asked as he extended a finger for the adorable bird to perch on. 

			The bird squawked. “Chandra, Chandra.” 

			“Shouldn’t you call me King Chandra?” Chandra said. 

			“Old now, Kanha old,” the parrot squawked. 

			Chandra lovingly stroked the bird’s head.

			“Sacrifice,” the parrot said.

			Chandra was shocked. “What did you say?”

			The bird squawked again. “Sacrifice ... sacrifice.”

			Chandra stared at the parrot. Why was it talking about sacrifice?

			“Sacrifice,” the parrot said. “Subadra.”

			Chandra gasped. The parrot was sharing Subadra’s will.

			He rushed out the door and asked the startled guards to summon messengers. 

			As soon as they were assembled, he announced: “Send an invitation to all the great noble families. A great sacrifice is going to be held at our palace. Everyone is invited. But when they come they have to bring a sacrificial bird as a tribute. A bird which they feel has the qualities a king should possess. 

			“The one who brings the best sacrificial bird will be given a village of his choice. The sacrifice will be held in two weeks.”

			He had incited the competitive spirit of the nobility. It would be a sight to behold when the great families tried to outdo each other with their tributes.

			“Is a village enough of a draw?” the general asked when he heard of the news.

			Chandra laughed. “Even if I had promised them a potted plant they would put in their best. Victory is their prize.”

			Soon the day of the sacrifice arrived. Just as Chandra had predicted, the lord of every fief brought the finest bird he could find. Some brought fearsome-looking raptors, others brought beautiful songbirds with long tails or giant flightless birds that were stronger than horses. Still, others brought ravens that could solve puzzles. 

			Overnight the palace had become a makeshift aviary. Dozens of varieties of birdcalls reverberated through the main hall of the palace. The nobles mocked each other’s tributes and quarrels and fist fights would break out on occasion.

			Chandra looked around, satisfied. He had myriad options to choose from. It was the spirit of competition that took his nation forward. The constant urge to better their rivals made humans the most successful of the terrestrial races. 

			He watched as the priests sent in by the Temple Council prepared the sacrificial altar. The smell of the feast that would follow the sacrifice wafted the air. The popping of mustard seeds in hot oil added to the cacophony in the royal hall. 

			He decided it was time. He raised his hand and the hall grew silent. 

			“Welcome everyone and thank you for graciously accepting my invitation,” Chandra said. “As you all know, a few months ago I undertook a pilgrimage to a great saint in order to receive a boon. This was to ensure that the throne of Bharat would not be vacant after my passing. 

			“It is with great pleasure that I announce to you, my friends, that today is the day the gods will grant me an heir.”

			The assembly cheered. This startled a lot of birds, who joined in the din. 

			“Each bird sacrificed shall sire me a son who possesses the same qualities as the bird.” 

			Chandra took a seat on his throne. “So now present your tribute and tell me why you deem it to have the qualities worthy of a king.”

			The first to stand up and present was Chandra’s father-in-law. As he stood up he summoned his attendant to bring his tribute which perched haughtily on a golden stand. It was a large owl with ink-black plumage and huge golden eyes. It keenly and calmly observed the proceedings of the court, its head turning at every new noise.

			“This, your Highness, is the Ghost Owl. It is the apex predator in the ranges of the Magadha forests. Built to hunt at day or night, it has the sharpest senses of any bird. It can hear the slightest ruffle and can see in the darkest of nights. 

			“With senses like these, the new prince will be an unconquerable warrior and a perceptive ruler.”

			Chandra’s father-in-law smiled and looked around at the assembled. Most of them scoffed at him. However, Chandra was impressed. “It is a great tribute from my wife’s family.” 

			He gestured to the servants. “Please keep that bird ready for the sacrifice.”

			In this manner, representatives from every noble family brought a new sacrificial bird and explained their qualities. If Chandra was impressed the bird was set aside for the sacrifice, attracting the derision of the assembled lords. Whenever a bird was politely rejected the assembly mocked the tribute-bringer. 

			Finally, there were four majestic birds assembled around the throne. They were the Ghost Owl; the Hill Falcon, which was the fastest bird in Bharat; the Seahawk: a raptor adept at hunting on land, in the sky and on water; and the Maned Eagle, a giant bird which was the strongest of all the flying birds.

			“Are we finished?” Chandra asked.

			“Your Highness,” a voice interrupted. It was his general who walked in with a cage covered in white silk. “I have brought a tribute too. If you consider me worthy, may I present it?”

			“Of course,” Chandra said. The general was after all his most trusted advisor and greatest friend. 

			The general unveiled the cage to present the most beautiful and fearsome bird the assembly had seen so far. It was an eagle with lustrous golden plumage and sharp golden eyes. From the top of its head to the back ran a ridge of feathers that gave it its name. “This, your Highness, is the Crowned Eagle.”

			For the first time, the assembly did not scoff. The Crowned Eagle was a legendary bird of prey. No one had ever seen a living specimen in captivity before. It had the keenest eyesight among all birds, and flew higher than any other. Even lions feared it. 

			“How?” many in the crowd murmured. All their gold and power had not managed to get them such a specimen. 

			“There is nothing that the gods won’t grant if sufficient penance is done,” the general said. 

			Chandra smiled with pride and gestured for the general to place the bird next to the rest. Immediately the remaining birds bowed in reverence to the proud creature. 

			“Are these all?” Chandra asked, and it seemed the assembly was over. 

			Chandra looked at the line-up of sacrificial birds. They were five magnificent specimens all suited to be kings. He would be a proud father. “Begin the rites,” he ordered.

			The flames surged as the priests fed the Fire God with ghee and rice and all manner of tribute. Most of the assembly would flinch whenever the flames surged but the king observed that the birds did not. They watched in a trance, almost wanting to go into the fire.

			The Chief Priest summoned Chandra. He rubbed turmeric on the king’s forehead and whispered. “Bring the sacrifices.”

			Chandra felt a surge of excitement course through his veins. This was it. He summoned his servants to bring the birds to him. They eagerly grabbed the perches and placed them within his reach. 

			First he took Ghost Owl. He placed a mask on its head, tied its wings and feet together and walked closer to the fire. Chandra was surprised his skin did not blister as he slowly placed the bird into the fire. The flames surged up and instantly the bird disappeared from his hands. 

			In this manner, he took one bird after the other and placed them into the fire. The final bird he placed was the regal Crowned Eagle which screeched loudly before being consumed in the flames. 

			This done, he stepped away from the pedestal. He waited for some time and nothing seemed to happen. He shot a questioning glance at the Chief Priest, who looked perplexed. 

			Chandra walked over to him and asked, “What is it? Why isn’t anything happening?”

			“The Fire God is not satisfied. I feel that he demands more,” the Chief Priest said. 

			More? He looked at the assembled birds. There was a beautiful bird of paradise he thought would be a good sacrifice. 

			Suddenly he heard a screech, almost a wail. Something small crashed down at his feet. He looked down and saw Subadra’s parrot lying there. 

			He picked it up with both hands. It was heaving in agony. 

			“I apologise, your majesty.” A voice broke his concentration. He looked up to see one of his guards with a sword in his hand. “I tried to stop it from entering the hall but it was too clever.”

			Chandra looked down at the bird. Without a word he turned and began to approach the sacrificial fire. 

			“I have one more sacrifice,” he announced. 

			The Chief Priest looked aghast but he did not protest.

			Chandra felt a hand grab his arm. He turned to see the general looking at him concerned. “Sire, what are you doing? You want a son with the qualities of a parrot?” 

			Chandra smiled. “It is Subadra’s parrot. This child will be my memory of her. The five others are for the kingdom but this one is for me.” 

			The general let go. Chandra approached the fire. He held out the parrot and the flames surged up to take the bird. 

			Immediately there was the sound of thunder. The flames changed from orange to white. The whole assembly was bathed in pure white light and the priests stopped their chanting. The flames became so bright that everybody closed their eyes.

			After a while, Chandra opened his eyes. The light and fire had subsided. In its place were male infants playing with each other. Tears of joy filled Chandra’s eyes. 

			He ran to them. All of them held out their hands to be picked up. Chandra reached out and lifted all of them in one fell swoop. He turned around to the assembly.

			The Chief Priest announced. “Behold the heirs to Bharat.”

			The assembly cheered. “Hail King Chandra! Hail Bharat! Hail war!”

			The general ran up onto the pedestal and reached out. “Let me see my new lords.”

			Chandra opened his arms and the general took three of the infants into his own arms. He could see the wonder in the general’s eyes as he beheld three of the beautiful children. The Chief Priest and many others also walked up to him. 

			Suddenly it struck Chandra that there should have been six infants. He turned around to the altar and sure enough, there was a final infant lying in the spot where the fire had been. 

			He let the Chief Priest take the two babies in his arms and walked back to the sixth infant.

			A daughter. There she lay, silently looking back at Chandra. 

			He picked her up and the baby snuggled cosily into his broad chest. She stared up at her father and Chandra saw something that none of the other children had. He saw Subadra’s doe-eyes staring back into his. 

			***

			“Father,” Kautilya’s voice broke Chandra’s reverie, “it’s late. The servants have readied your supper.”

			Chandra smiled and opened his arms wide for an embrace. Kautilya leapt into them. 

			“So how do you feel about your new adventure?” he asked her as he walked to the dining chamber. 

			“I hope I can fulfill your expectations,” she said.

			“You will, child,” Chandra said.

			She was not a warrior but she radiated wisdom. 

			Her brothers needed her just as he had needed her mother.  She would be their counsel, she would be their guide. Thus, she had to be adept and learned, even more so than the brothers. 

			It was an arduous task but Chandra knew she would make it. He could see it in her doe-eyes … her mother’s steely resolve.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 6

			Into The Forest

			The next three days were to be spent in preparation. 

			However, Kautilya dreaded the thought of leaving her father and Jay for eight years. She did not leave her room, staying in bed wrapped in blankets. But no amount of sulking was going to change the inevitable. 

			Finally, the day of departure arrived. Tears rolled down Jay’s cheeks as he bade farewell to each of the five brothers. When he came to see Kautilya, he hugged her tight and wept still more. Kautilya began to cry too. 

			Kautilya then made her way to her father.

			The king had finished saying goodbye to all her brothers. He now turned to Kautilya. Unlike his usual bear hug, this time the king tenderly wrapped his arms around her. She felt teardrops fall on her shoulder. 

			“I am sorry, Kautilya,” he said. “It breaks my heart to set you on the course of a painful journey. But if you learn, you will become a source of inspiration to all.” 

			Kautilya gulped and cleared her throat. She wrapped her tiny arms around the king’s neck. “I will learn, Father.”

			The king let go and wiped away his tears. He pulled off a signet ring from his left hand. He put it on a chain and put it around Kautilya’s neck. Kautilya pulled it up and studied it. It was a lion head: the emblem of the Shveta.

			“Keep this with you as a reminder that I will always be there for you,” the king said. “Even though I am far away, my spirit protects you.”

			Kautilya nodded. 

			He then gestured to her to get on the chariot that had been arranged to drop the royal pupils off. The chariot was loaded with clothes, gifts, food and amenities. Once it was loaded, the guru and the pupils got on and it set off. 

			Kautilya leaned against the side of the chariot and watched her home dwindle behind her. First, buildings grew indistinguishable from one another, then the giant statue of a lioness atop the entrance to the city, then even the giant dome that crowned the city grew smaller and smaller till she could see them no more.

			“All right, charioteer,” Akrama’s booming voice suddenly announced. “We stop here.”

			“Are we there?” Varun asked.

			“No,” Akrama said, “but we begin your lessons here. You have spent too long in the luxury of a royal household. Now you need to learn how real men live. Get off the chariot, all of you.”

			Once they were off, Akrama instructed them to remove their footwear and jewellery and put them in the chariot. All the princes complied. Kautilya did as she was told too, but kept the signet ring hidden in the folds of her clothes. 

			Akrama then turned to the charioteer. “Go back to the city. Distribute all these things as gifts to the poor and the hungry. If someone asks, tell them that the princes are safe.”

			Bali groaned. “But all the sweets and snacks will go to waste.”

			“Silence!” Akrama shouted so fiercely that all the brothers were struck dumb. “I am your master now and you shall mutely obey all that I command. Now, off with the chariot.”

			“But, Guruji...” the charioteer said.

			“Do you want to get off as well?” Akrama asked. His wrathful stare suggested he would act on this threat.

			The charioteer gulped and turned the chariot around. 

			Akrama then turned to them. “Now we will trek to my hermitage.”

			“How far is it?” Dhanush asked.

			“If there is a destination you have to reach then the distance should not matter,” Akrama said. He turned and began to walk. The brothers looked at each other, shrugged and followed him. Kautilya gulped and started walking along. 

			Kautilya’s feet hurt. She was used to walking on grass and marble, not on jagged rocks and pebbles. 

			“Dhanush!” she called out. 

			All those walking ahead of her turned around immediately. Seeing their sister in pain, the five brothers came running to her aid. 

			“Bali, can you carry her on your back?” Dhanush asked.

			Bali nodded and began to lift Kautilya up. 

			“What do you think you are doing?” a stern voice made them pause. Akrama was glaring at the brothers.

			“It’s Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “She’s not used to walking on rough roads.”

			“Well, then, she’d better get used to it,” Akrama said.

			“But she has small limbs,” Dhanush said, “and soft feet.”

			“Silence,” Akrama said. “Never talk back to me. You are too used to a life of luxury. You need to face reality. No one will help her. If she is not able to keep up, it is her own fault.”

			Bali grumbled and let Kautilya down. As soon as she placed her foot on the ground it hurt again. Clenching her jaws Kautilya began to walk.

			“Are you all right?” Dhanush asked.

			Kautilya nodded, holding back tears. 

			They began the trek and after an hour the pain metamorphosed into agony. Kautilya’s head started to spin. She needed a rest. 

			Without making a noise she sat down. She looked down to see her soft feet were cut and bruised. Kautilya had never subjected them to so much strain. Why was she doing this to herself? Why had she agreed to go for the training? Tears started rolling down her cheeks and a lump formed in her throat. 

			“Are you sitting again?” The voice Kautilya had begun dreading broke into her thoughts. She did not look up. “We are not even halfway there, girl. You are slowing us down. We need to get to the hermitage before sunset.”

			“Let me rest for a while,” Kautilya choked through the tears.

			“No, we cannot rest,” Akrama said.

			“I can’t walk any more,” Kautilya said.

			“Then crawl,” Akrama said and started walking ahead.

			Kautilya gave up. She got on her knees and as Akrama suggested she began to walk on all fours. 

			“This is wrong,” Dhanush said in outrage. “If our father finds out...”

			“Your father has put you all in my care and tutelage,” Akrama said. “If he has a problem with my methods he can take you all back.”

			“It’s all right, Dhanush,” Kautilya said to calm her brother down. “This is not so bad.”

			Kautilya kept crawling on all fours but this time her brothers walked with her. She took comfort in their company. 

			She travelled some stretches on all fours and once her feet felt a little better she would stand up and walk for a while. However, soon her knees hurt too. After what seemed like forever the group finally reached the hermitage. 

			Without much fanfare, they were sent off to a hut to sleep. Kautilya and her brothers were used to sleeping on thick mattresses and silken sheets. But here they had to sleep with just a mat between them and the hard floor. 

			Kautilya lay down on the mat. Her long black hair cushioned the back of her head but the floor hurt the small of her back and her shoulders. Coupled with her skinned knees and her throbbing feet, the pain was unbearable. She began to weep. 

			No. She had to be strong. She pulled out the signet ring and remembered her father.

			Even though I am far away, my spirit protects you. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 7

			The First Lessons

			The next day, Akrama woke them up before sunrise. When the royal siblings assembled outside they realised that they were not the only noble family in his tutelage. 

			The twelve princes of the Lohitha family, the Shvetas’ arch-rivals, had also gathered on the grounds before the huts. 

			The Lohithas were the rulers of the Sindhu province. They were the erstwhile rulers of Bharat before King Bindusara, Kautilya’s grandfather, had deposed them. Since then, they had been unable to stand the sight of the Shvetas. 

			“Look, it’s the white-wearing cowards,” the eldest Lohitha said. “I wonder who let these wimps in?”

			“Want to find out who’s a wimp?” Bali said.

			“There’s a girl, too,” a Lohitha said.

			“Which one?” the eldest Lohitha asked. “They all look like girls to me.”

			All the Lohithas guffawed.

			The Raptors fumed. Kautilya hoped they wouldn’t start fighting. 

			“Relax, brother,” a husky voice said from behind the eldest Lohitha. A lean boy greeted the Raptors and Kautilya. “Hello, everyone” 

			Kautilya recognised the prince. Though the eldest Lohitha was the heir to the throne, this lean boy was the most renowned of the brothers. Just like Kautilya and her brothers, he too had had a miraculous birth. 

			His mother was the eldest wife of the Lohitha king. However, since she was barren the king had taken several other wives with whom he had children. The aggrieved mother meditated on the roof of the Lohitha palace in the fierce heat of the sun and prayed for a child for days on end, without stopping to eat or to drink. At the end of three days, when everyone was sure that she would die, a golden horse appeared and left a baby boy at her feet. 

			That baby was Jansa, the Solar Child. Jansa was to the Lohithas what the Raptors were to the Shvetas. 

			Akrama arrived. A pall of silence immediately fell on the crowd. 

			“Welcome, students,” Akrama said, “to the gurukul. This will be your home, your school and your arena for the next eight years. I will be your teacher and master. You shall follow every instruction I give you or you shall be sent back home amidst great dishonour.”

			Honour. Kautilya hated that word. All the elders used it as a reason to do the stupidest things. 

			“There is a strict schedule that everyone will follow,” Akrama said. “Even if you die you will tell the God of Death that you need permission from Guru Akrama and return.”

			He looked around for signs of dissent. There were none. 

			Over the coming days, the children settled into a routine. Early in the morning, they underwent the rigours of yogic exercises and meditation. The meditation was easy for Kautilya, although Sameer would occasionally receive a whack with a coconut twig because he could not sit still for so long. 

			The exercises, however, were agony for Kautilya. She was not used to moving her body so much and her knees and feet still hurt. 

			The morning was followed by a breakfast of gruel and beans which the hungry disciples wolfed down. Then came lectures on policy, war, history, language and philosophy. Kautilya and Jansa listened keenly to the Akrama’s lectures. The others mostly dozed. 

			The lectures were followed by a lunch of lentils and rotis and then by an hour of mandatory reading. One after the other the disciples were handed texts to read out loud. 

			In the afternoon came classes in the martial arts. Each day of the week was dedicated to one of the martial arts: it began with hand-to-hand combat and wrestling, followed by sword fighting, hunting, horse riding and archery. They were taught swimming on one day and another day was spent making and mending weapons. 

			Kautilya fared worst in almost all of them. Unlike the boys, she had not been trained in these tasks since birth. Everything was unfamiliar and difficult. Most of the time her attempts to learn were met with laughter from the other disciples and scolding from Akrama. 

			She felt that she was a major embarrassment to her brothers. In the beginning, they would jump to her rescue when any Lohitha attempted to ridicule her but Akrama quickly put a stop to that. After some time her brothers too began to keep a distance from Kautilya. 

			Kautilya had never been this lonely in her life. At least at the palace, she had Jay and she could meet her father at any time to talk about her miseries. But at the gurukul, everyone was distant and uncaring. Most nights she would cry herself to sleep. 

			The thing she looked forward to was horse riding. In the horses’ gentle eyes she found solace and while riding them she felt equal to everyone else.

			In this way, the first three months of Kautilya’s training at the gurukul passed. 

			After the archery lesson on the last day of the third month, Akrama got all the disciples together. “Listen up, boys – and girl,” he said. You have shown progress over the last three months but I want to be able to measure how good you are relative to your peers. Tomorrow and the next day will be examination days.”

			The disciples groaned. 

			“Silence,” Akrama said. “Tomorrow everyone should assemble at the foot of the banyan tree.”

			That evening after dinner everyone was frenzied. An examination was a competition and to the warriors of Bharat victory was an intoxicant. It was a perfect opportunity for both families to show the other who was better. 

			In their hut, Kautilya’s brothers began strategising on how to best perform at the test. Kautilya listened attentively to Dhanush’s ideas but none of them involved her. After some time she dozed off.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 8

			The Test

			The next morning the atmosphere was electric with nervous energy. The two royal families eyed each other while they waited for the guru.

			Soon Akrama arrived with a handful of texts. “The first part of the examination will be a test on all the lectures.”

			Everyone groaned. 

			“I shall ask a question and the one who knows the answer should raise their hand,” Akrama said. “I’ll start with an easy one on statecraft. What is the role of the Priest Council in the administration of the state?”

			Jansa coolly raised his hand while the rest of the princes seemed confused. 

			Kautilya looked around. None of her brothers had raised his hand. She thought she knew the answer but she wasn’t sure. 

			“Answer, Jansa,” Akrama said.

			Jansa began, “The role of the Priest Council is to balance the power of the monarchy and to ensure that the laws given by the gods are correctly interpreted and implemented by the king.”

			“The next question is on the law. What are the primary virtues?” Akrama asked.

			Again, Jansa’s hand went up and he answered, “Compassion, forbearance, truthfulness, self-control, meditation, serenity and honesty.”

			Akrama smiled. “Good job.” 

			He forgot non-violence and sweetness Kautilya thought to herself. But then again most people forgot that part.

			The Lohithas pumped their fists in excitement. They would beat the Shvetas in this. 

			“Didn’t any of you pay attention during the lectures?” Dhanush asked his brothers in an urgent whisper.

			Everyone shook their heads except Kautilya. Dhanush turned to Kautilya. “Kautilya, did you know the answer?”

			Kautilya nodded slowly.

			“Why didn’t you raise your hand?” Dhanush asked.

			“I wasn’t sure,” Kautilya said.

			“No one ever is,” Dhanush said. “Raise your hand next time even if you are only partly sure.”

			“The next question is a difficult one,” Akrama said. “What is the difference between a siddhi and a mantra?”

			Jansa and Kautilya both raised their hands. Akrama was amused to see Kautilya participate.

			“Go ahead, girl,” Akrama said.

			“They’re both magic,” Kautilya said. “A siddhi is a permanent magical ability, like the demigod’s ability to fly and the asura’s ability to breathe underwater, while a mantra is an incantation that grants its user a temporary power, like the one used by the Asura Prime to attempt raising the Golden City of Sutala to the skies.

			“A siddhi can be attained only through penance or inheritance,” Kautilya said. “A mantra can be attained through training as well.”

			Akrama and the Lohithas were stunned by Kautilya’s answer. 

			Akrama nodded. “You are correct, Kautilya. That is the complete answer.”

			The Raptors cheered. 

			“Next question,” Akrama said. “What is the capital of the rakshasas?”

			Kautilya excitedly raised her hand. 

			“Go ahead, Kautilya,” Akrama said.

			“It is Trikuta today,” Kautilya said. “But in ancient times their capital was Lanka which is now occupied by the danavas.”

			Akrama raised an eyebrow. “At least one of the Shvetas has been paying attention in my lectures.”

			With this, Akrama moved on to the next question – which was answered only by Kautilya. 

			As her momentum built she got more confident. However, in many cases, Jansa managed to answer even before Kautilya could raise her hand. This was a test not just of knowledge but also of reflex.

			“Final question,” Akrama said.

			Kautilya gulped. Jansa and she were tied with the most number of correct answers. This would be the decider.

			“What are the duties of a king?” Akrama asked. 

			Both Kautilya’s and Jansa’s hands shot up. 

			“Jansa,” Akrama said. 

			“The foremost duty of a king,” Jansa said, “is to maintain law and order and protect his subjects. And then to create conditions in which they can attain their material and spiritual goals.” 

			“Perfect,” Akrama said.

			Jansa smiled and the Lohithas patted his back. They had taken this round.

			Varun put a hand on Kautilya’s shoulder. “It’s all right. You almost had him.”

			Kautilya raised her hand.

			Akrama scowled. “Jansa has already given the answer, Kautilya.”

			“The answer is incomplete,” Kautilya said.

			“What?” Akrama asked.

			“The answer is incomplete,” Kautilya insisted.

			“All right. Go ahead and complete the answer.”

			“I believe,” Kautilya said, “that a king has different duties at the different stages in his life. At the first stage, he is a student. His duty then is to respect elders and learn as much as he can. At the next stage, he is a householder. Just like all householders, his duty is to protect and grow his family. Except in a king’s case the household is his entire nation. At the third stage, he is entering the age nearing retirement. At this stage, the king’s duty is to find and mentor an heir who will ensure his policies and visions are continued. Finally, in the last stage, he hands over the crown to the next generation and then spends the rest of his life in meditation and penance. At this stage, his duty is to the service of the gods and nature.”

			Kautilya gasped. She was almost out of breath. 

			Everyone was struck dumb. 

			“Where did you read that, Kautilya?” Akrama asked.

			Kautilya began to sweat. “I combined what you taught about the four stages of life with what you taught about monarchy.”

			Akrama burst out laughing. “I did not expect such brilliance from you, little parrot. Truly each Shveta is a marvel. I give extra points for your answer.”

			“But you never taught that,” Jansa said.

			“To learn is not just to memorise what is taught, Jansa,” Akrama said. “It is to imbibe it, understand it and draw your own conclusions. The aim of the guru and the text is not to think for you, it is to equip you to think for yourself.”

			The Raptors cheered and patted Kautilya on the back. 

			She had finally contributed to her brothers’ success. 

			Then she met Jansa’s eyes. They were pure venom. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 9

			The Bout

			The oral examination was followed by tests in the other skills. Sameer came top in sword fighting, Varun won the swimming, Hayan was best at hunting, Dhanush won archery and Jansa was the best in weapons crafting. Jansa and Dhanush alternated between second and third in all the contests they did not win outright. This meant either Jansa or Dhanush was going to have the highest overall score at the end of the tests. 

			Kautilya fared worst in all the tests. However, this time she did not feel as bad. The Lohithas had stopped teasing her. Instead, they would scowl at her surreptitiously. All except Jansa, who avoided all eye contact. Kautilya wasn’t sure if this was better than the teasing. She had won their respect, had she not?

			The last test was a hand-to-hand sparring match. The disciples were assembled in a circle around a sand pit, stripped down to just their undergarments and oiled from head to toe in order to prevent abrasions. 

			Kautilya observed the field around her. It was clear that either Bali or the elder Lohitha would take this competition. She wondered whether Jansa or Dhanush would take the third spot. 

			The sparring competition was managed by drawing lots. Each fighter would spar with a randomly chosen opponent. At the end of the round, Akrama would score everyone on technique and ability. 

			Akrama passed around a coconut shell filled with cowries. Kautilya picked one out. It had the number nine painted on it. 

			Kautilya’s plan for the sparring session was to take things easy. If she did not offer resistance she would not be hurt. 

			The sparring sessions began. The ones that were between a Lohitha and a Shveta were really fierce. Nobody was pulling any punches.

			Bout number seven involved Dhanush and the eldest Lohitha. It was a toughly contested match with Dhanush countering his opponent’s brute strength with speed and superior technique. He lost the match but the score was good for both the fighters. At number eight were Bali and the youngest Lohitha. There was no contest, with a quick outcome. Kautilya hoped her match would be the same. 

			“Number nine,” Akrama called out and Kautilya walked into the arena. From the other side, Jansa also came into the circle. Kautilya had expected him to be casual as he walked into the circle but he seemed focused, even murderous. 

			Kautilya tried smiling to dissipate the tension but the ruthless expression did not leave Jansa’s face.

			“Take your positions,” Akrama said. “Begin.”

			Before Kautilya could budge Jansa was on her. He delivered a series of quick punches across her face. Then pulling her arms towards him he kneed her in the stomach. Kautilya felt the air leave her body and collapsed. 

			Jansa proceeded to fling her over his head and onto the hard ground. At first, it was just a numb impact but soon the pain began. 

			Before Kautilya could make out what was happening Jansa twisted her arm into a lock behind her back. A shock of pain burst into her shoulder. 

			“I yiel—” Kautilya began to say but before she could complete she felt Jansa’s knee catch her jaw. A tooth flew out of her mouth and her head began to spin. She heard hazy voices in the background but her eyes had blurred with tears and her hearing was fading. A punch connected with her nose, sending searing pain across her face. She fell backwards onto the ground. 

			I yield, she wanted to say but her mouth was filled with blood. Jansa sat on her chest and began pummelling her with punch after punch. Kautilya began thinking of death. 

			Suddenly the weight on her chest lessened as she saw Jansa being shoved off. 

			Dhanush... She recognised her saviour as she passed out. 

			When she woke up her brothers were around her. 

			“She’s awake,” Varun announced. In his hand was a bowl of hot ointment. At least that was what Kautilya assumed. Her nose had been blocked with cotton to prevent bleeding.

			“This is a good opportunity to show you the basics of healing,” Akrama said. “Gather around, everyone.”

			Dhanush was livid. “Are you joking? That idiot nearly killed her. You didn’t stop him or say anything.”

			“She did not say that she had yielded,” Akrama said.

			“She did not say that she had yielded?” Dhanush was shocked. “Weren’t you supposed to intervene? You were the referee.”

			“Life has no referees,” Akrama said. His eyes bulged and his voice rose. “Everyone has to learn to fend for themselves. Now stop complaining and observe the procedure.”

			Kautilya watched as her brothers dressed her wounds. Once they were finished Akrama sent them away. 

			Before Akrama followed them out he turned to her. “Never step into the arena with defeat on your mind.”

			Kautilya was shocked. Was it so evident?

			“Life is not fair to those who take half measures.” Akrama stepped out. 

			Kautilya mulled over what her teacher had said. And then she closed her eyes and drifted into unconsciousness. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 10

			Extra Lessons

			That week Kautilya was exempt from training to recover from her injuries. She wondered why she had decided to continue at the gurukul. No matter how good she was at theory, she just did not cut it in the practical skills. To survive at the gurukul she had to be a raptor like her brothers but she was a mere parrot, repeating whatever she was taught. 

			Every few hours, one of her brothers would come and give her gruel and lentils. Despite the pain, she was happy that she was being pampered by her brothers after a long time without it. Plus she got a thicker mattress to lie on. That wasn’t bad. Akrama had also lent her some texts to read. They were mostly scriptures on philosophy but something was better than nothing. 

			When Dhanush came to deliver the gruel he was fuming. “Jansa was awarded the prize for best performance,” he said. “The Lohithas are gloating as if it was some great victory beating you up like that. If only I had done better in the theory examinations... If I get him in my hands I will tear him apart like whoever it was in the histories, what was his name?” 

			“Jarasandha,” Kautilya said.

			Dhanush paused. “You are good at theory, aren’t you? Can you teach me?”

			Kautilya nodded.

			“And I can teach you to fight,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya sighed. “I was born a parrot.” She opened the palm of her right hand and observed the lines. “It is not written in my fate to be a warrior.”

			Dhanush held his own palm next to Kautilya’s. “Are these the lines that determine our fate?”

			Kautilya nodded.

			Dhanush pulled out a dagger and cut across his palm and then Kautilya’s. A line of blood ran across all the other lines.

			“In that case,” Dhanush said, “we will make our own fate. We will train at night. You teach me theory and I will teach you how to fight.”

			Dhanush raised his palm and Kautilya pressed hers to it. He said, “We will do this together, Sister.” 

			A surge of confidence coursed through Kautilya. She would make her own fate.

			***

			Once Kautilya healed, she and Dhanush began to creep away at night to a meadow near the gurukul to train.

			For the first two hours, Kautilya would teach Dhanush theory. Kautilya had feared he would get bored just like he did in Akrama’s classes, but Dhanush listened with rapt attention. He was a quick learner, especially in matters of statecraft and strategy. She once told him this. 

			“That is because you’re a better teacher than Guru Akrama,” Dhanush said. “Maybe you should start a gurukul one day too.” 

			“But women cannot start schools,” Kautilya said.

			“In that case just keep being my advisor,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya promised.

			For his part, Dhanush taught Kautilya all the technical skills of martial arts. He taught exactly what Akrama taught but was more attentive and less critical. Kautilya responded well to her brother’s guidance. 

			Soon both of them began improving in the daily classes. She became average in most of the martial arts. She showed drastic improvement in archery. With the exception of Dhanush, she could beat anyone.

			The next time examinations came around both Kautilya and Dhanush were ready. The theory exam was fiercely competitive. Though Kautilya came top Dhanush was a close second, just ahead of Jansa. Kautilya did well in archery and horse riding too. Overall she was deemed average and, for Kautilya, this was a great improvement. Dhanush was overjoyed too. He was the best overall performer by a wide margin. 

			The final test was hand-to-hand combat.

			“You will be fighting the same opponents as you did in the first examination,” Akrama said. “I want to see if the losers have come up with any new strategies to win this time and I want to see if the winners are still strong.”

			Half of those assembled groaned while the other half chuckled in anticipation. Kautilya began sweating. She looked at Dhanush who reassured her with a nod. 

			The rounds began again. And the results were a repeat of the matches that had happened before. The only change was when Dhanush fought the eldest Lohitha brother. This time his speed and manoeuvres helped him overcome the brawny boy. 

			Finally it was Kautilya’s turn. Jansa came up ready to fight. His eyes did not have the cruel hunger Kautilya had seen the last time. He was obviously confident about winning. But this time Kautilya had not come to surrender. She planned to win. 

			“Begin,” Akrama said.

			Jansa lunged and Kautilya stepped back. She and Dhanush had been practising how to dodge attacks. Jansa straightened up and grinned. He lunged again. Kautilya dodged again. 

			“You have become fast,” Jansa noted. 

			Kautilya did not reply. She was concentrating. Dhanush had taught her that a man’s stance betrayed his next move. Jansa put his weight on his left leg and began to attack, so Kautilya moved to her left and dodged again. This time, however, Jansa did not wait. He immediately spun around and grabbed Kautilya by the waist. 

			“Got you now,” Jansa said.

			Kautilya wrapped her arm around Jansa’s neck and, as Dhanush had taught her, quickly dipped down onto her knees. Jansa lost balance and fell flat on the ground. Seizing the opportunity Kautilya jumped onto Jansa’s back and wrapped her arms below her opponent’s armpits and around his neck. Jansa began writhing under her but Kautilya maintained her position. 

			Kautilya could hear her brothers cheering her on. Suddenly Jansa stopped moving. Then he began to lift himself up. He fell backwards, pummelling Kautilya onto the ground. Her grip loosened and Jansa began to slide his arm free. 

			“Don’t let go, Kautilya!” she heard Dhanush scream. 

			Kautilya regained her focus and tightened her grip again. She wrapped her legs around Jansa. Jansa was now trapped: since he was on his back he did not have the leverage to lift Kautilya up again. He writhed helplessly. 

			Suddenly Jansa rammed his elbow into her ribs. It was followed by a second blow. On the third blow, Kautilya lost her grip and Jansa immediately leapt back to his feet.

			When he turned around, his face was contorted with bloodlust. He dived at Kautilya. She immediately raised her knee. It crashed straight into Jansa’s groin and he fell backwards groaning in agony. 

			“Stop,” Akrama yelled. He stormed at Kautilya and lifted her up to her feet with one hand. 

			“How dare you attack someone’s manhood? Such obscene conduct from a princess-” he asked.

			“But Jansa elbowed her,” Sameer said. 

			“Silence,” Akrama said. “You are disqualified and I am reducing your score.”

			Kautilya bowed her head in mock shame. She looked at Jansa, who was being tended to by his Lohitha brethren. She then turned to Dhanush who winked at her. Kautilya smiled. 

			It did not matter what score she got. She had just beaten the Lohitha hero. She had proven what she was capable of and she had achieved her revenge. But she couldn’t stop here. She needed to continue to train. Today she had been lucky; now she had to become skilled. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 11

			Astras

			It was time for Dhanush’s nightly rendezvous with Kautilya. 

			The moon was shining with full force as he walked through the forest paths to the clearing where they practised. The waterfall at the edge of the clearing sparkled. 

			Eight years had passed since Dhanush had arrived at the gurukul. It had been eight years away from the luxuries of his royal status. Sometimes he was just as helpless as the animals around him – yet many times just as vicious. 

			This was his favourite part of the day. He had discovered the clearing a few weeks after his arrival. Back then, he would use it has his chance to escape from the others. 

			He loved his brothers but they drained his energy. Although they had skills, they were helpless without him. But he felt that way about everyone ... except for Kautilya. 

			When they were at the palace, Kautilya had been the most helpless of all his siblings. Weakness, timidity and every other quality he despised seemed to be embodied in her. But she was his sister and he had humoured her as was his duty. 

			That changed the first time they trained together. At first, Dhanush had thought of it as a quick way to boost his theoretical skills. He had thought Kautilya would just summarise the lectures for him so that he could save time.

			When he had engaged her, however, he discovered a goldmine. He had discovered his intellectual equal. Finally, here was someone to take him to the next level. 

			No one worked harder than Dhanush and Kautilya in the gurukul for those eight years. They trained at night, they studied in the day. They analysed and corrected each other’s mistakes. They engaged in debates, pushing each other’s horizons.

			When Dhanush entered the clearing, Kautilya was already there. As usual, she was lost in her own thoughts. 

			He remembered how they had been when they arrived at the gurukul. She was skinny and clumsy. Her voice was always quiet and her hands were always shivering. But eight years of dedication had changed her more than any of the others. Her every movement was now graceful like a gazelle’s. Every sentence she spoke was a command and every gesture she made was straight out of a dancer’s manual. 

			Dhanush was the most successful of all the pupils. He had aced every examination since the humiliation of the first one. He could occasionally beat one of his brothers in their specialities. However, the one test he had never managed to top was the theory. Kautilya was unbeatable. 

			“Kautilya,” he said. She turned to him, her doe-eyes sparkling in the moonlight. The softness of her features made her beautiful. 

			“You’re late,” Kautilya said. She wagged her finger at him. “Bad boy.”

			“You’re too early,” Dhanush said.

			“‘When the moon crosses the pole star,’” Kautilya said, looking at the sky. “As far as I can see it crossed it some time ago. Oh, wait, is the moon travelling in the opposite direction today?”

			Dhanush sighed. “Do you bottle up all your feistiness through the day to unleash it on me?”

			“Not all,” Kautilya said. “Some of it I reserve for my future husband.”

			Dhanush shook his head. “How I pity Jay.” He got some payback when Kautilya blushed. 

			“In any case,” Dhanush said, “spare me your venom today because what I have brought will amaze you. I had Hayan peruse Akrama’s secret library on my behalf.”

			Kautilya’s jaw dropped. “You had Hayan steal Guru Akrama’s texts?” 

			“Borrow,” Dhanush said, “for academic purposes. I’m sure he won’t mind.” He pulled out the text and opened it wide. 

			Kautilya gasped. “Is that...?”

			“Astrashastra?” Dhanush said. “Yes, it is.”

			“Astras are dangerous, Dhanush,” Kautilya said. “You remember how our uncle ended up killing himself and a battalion of our troops when he used one.”

			“Which is why,” Dhanush said, “we will be careful. Every ambitious warrior needs to know how to use them, Kautilya. And we are already adept at archery and mantras.”

			Kautilya kept staring apprehensively at Dhanush. Her timidity always annoyed him. Maybe her doe-eyes gave her the temperament of a doe. 

			“Come on, Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “Only you can read the demigod script.”

			“It’s written in demigod script?” Kautilya asked. She immediately ran to the text. Of course, Dhanush had guessed she would help her once she knew that. Anything to do with the demigods fascinated her. Which was why she knew how to read their script and which was why she would be the key to Dhanush’s ultimate plan...

			“Wow,” Kautilya said, “this is really interesting.”

			“Explain,” Dhanush said. 

			“Astras are weaponised mantras,” Kautilya began. “You use a mantra to bestow a projectile with special powers. You chant the mantra in your mind, summon the astra out loud and if you have...”

			“Go on,” Dhanush urged.

			“If you have the appropriate god’s patronage,” Kautilya said, “then the projectile will become an astra upon release.”

			What was this new complication? “Patronage?” he asked Kautilya.

			“You need to have the god’s blessing,” Kautilya said. “You know, through rituals or penance.”

			This was an unforeseen obstacle. He didn’t have the time for this. 

			“Tell me one of the basic mantras,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya recited one to him. “It’s called the Jyotikastra. An astra powered by the Sun God. It dispels darkness.”

			Dhanush nocked an arrow in his bow and chanted the mantra in his mind. Then he called out, “Jyotikastra!” He released the arrow and it hit a tree. But it remained a regular arrow.

			Dhanush cursed. He had already conjured up fantasies of destroying legions of armies with astras. The way Chandra could. 

			“Should we ask Guru Akrama?” Kautilya asked. “He might teach them to us, you know.”

			Kautilya was so naïve. “He will only teach us what he has decided to teach us,” he said. “And astras are definitely not part of his lesson plan.”

			They could try every astra in the scroll. But there were hundreds of gods and Dhanush had to return the scroll that night. He supposed he would have to do a ritual or two. But the thought of grovelling to the gods was unbearable.

			Kautilya’s face suddenly brightened. She flipped through the leaves. Then she recited a mantra to Dhanush. “Try this. The Agnyastra.”

			Dhanush did not care what it was for. He nocked another arrow, chanted the mantra and...

			“I think it would be better to point it at the pool,” Kautilya said. 

			Dhanush shrugged. He aimed it at the pool and said, “Agnyastra.” 

			He shot the arrow. The arrow hit the water and exploded in a giant ball of flame. Water sprayed all over them.

			Dhanush could not believe it. “How, Kautilya?”

			Kautilya was elated too. “We were born through a fire ritual, so of course we would have the patronage of the Fire God.”

			Dhanush hugged Kautilya. “You are brilliant, Sister. What would I do without you?” 

			She would be one of the greatest in the history of Bharat. He would see to that. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 12

			Patron Gods

			Over the next several days, Kautilya and Dhanush perfected their use of the astras. They worked out that the projectile could be anything. Soon they could use even pebbles as astras.

			However, they also figured out that each astra had conditions attached to their use. The Fire God’s astras could only be used a certain number of times a day. The number depended on the strength of the astra and the skill of the astra-wielder. When they began they could use the Agnyastra only once a day but over time Dhanush was able to use it five times a day and Kautilya could use it thrice. 

			That night Dhanush was tired of using the same old fire astras. He needed a challenge. Would he need to find a new patron god? Maybe he would have to do a penance. Or maybe...

			“Kautilya,” Dhanush asked, “are there any astras which require the War God’s patronage?”

			Kautilya nodded and recited one. “It’s called the Kadgāstra.”

			Dhanush tried it with a pebble. The pebble transformed into a blade as it flew. 

			“Wow,” Kautilya said. “How did you get the War God’s patronage?”

			Dhanush smiled. “We both have it, Kautilya. We are of the warrior caste.”

			Kautilya tried the same astra and sure enough it worked. 

			“So that’s a new list of astras for us to practise,” Dhanush said. “We are getting so much better at this!”

			“I have a theory,” Kautilya said. “Maybe we have patron gods other than the Fire God.”

			“Why’s that?” Dhanush asked.

			“Like Sameer,” she said, “his speed is superhuman. It’s bound to have something to do with the God of Wind.”

			The theory made sense. Varun could breathe underwater, so his patron was probably the Water God. The Ape God could be the reason for Bali’s strength. But what about Dhanush himself? 

			“I know what you’re thinking,” Kautilya said. “I have a theory for you too. Since you’re the one destined to be king, maybe...”

			Could it be the King of Gods himself? 

			“The Storm God?” Kautilya said. 

			“Give me one of his astras,” Dhanush said. “Let me try.”

			Kautilya hesitated.

			“What’s wrong?” Dhanush asked.

			“His astras,” she said. “They are very dangerous.”

			“Don’t be annoying,” Dhanush said. “Tell me now!”

			Kautilya sighed and recited an astra. 

			Dhanush picked up a pebble. He aimed at the pool and chanted, “Vajrastara.” Then he flung the pebble at the water.

			The pebble exploded into a bolt of lightning. It electrified the whole pool and lit up everything. Dhanush could not believe his eyes. It was the most powerful astra yet. 

			This was what he was looking for: an astra that could be used to fight whole armies. And to have that power was to become the warrior he had always wanted to be. And once he perfected-

			“What is this?” The voice was unmistakable. 

			Dhanush turned around and sure enough, Akrama stood at the entrance to the clearing. His eyes looked like they would pop out of their sockets. 

			“Astras?” Akrama said. “How dare you?”

			Dhanush looked at Kautilya. He could handle Akrama but she had to play along.

			Akrama walked to Dhanush. “Do you know the danger of the power you try to wield? Warriors have to train for years before they are ready to use them. They have to earn them through penance and ritual.”

			Dhanush hung his head low. Let someone think they have the upper hand and they are usually easier to placate.

			“Where did you learn this?” Akrama asked. “Did you steal my Astrashastra?”

			Dhanush shook his head. “No, Guruji. Kautilya and I practise here every night. We stumbled upon the use of astras over time.”

			Akrama breathed deeply. “Do you take me for a fool, Dhanush? It is certain you have the Astrashastra. Hand it over.”

			Dhanush opened both his palms. “Look, Guruji. I do not have them. You are mistaken.”

			He looked at Kautilya. Then he beckoned both to follow him. 

			The three walked to Akrama’s hut. He took them into the inner rooms, where he unlocked an ornate chest. 

			“Where is the Astrashastra?” Akrama asked. “Why is it not here?”

			“There it is,” Dhanush said.

			Hidden beneath a few texts was the Astrashastra. The shock on Akrama’s face was priceless.

			Dhanush had foreseen this. The first night he had taken the text, he’d asked Kautilya to memorise it. It took her almost no time. Every line was seared into her mind. That very night he had Hayan return the text to its rightful place. 

			But Akrama was not done. His face darkened further. He turned to Kautilya. “Kautilya, tell me the truth.”

			Kautilya was brilliant but she was too sincere. Could she handle scrutiny? 

			Kautilya did not look up. 

			“Kautilya,” Akrama asked again, “did Dhanush steal the Astrashastra?”

			Kautilya looked up. “He did not, Guruji. I swear on the gods.”

			Akrama was disappointed. He turned to Dhanush. “Never again under my tutelage do you use astras. If you do I will give you the worst curse imaginable.” He then sent them back to their huts. 

			On their way back, Dhanush saw Kautilya’s eyes well up. The whole incident had been too much for the poor girl. 

			Dhanush reached out to her. She slapped his hand away. 

			“Listen, Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “you did well. Sorry I made you lie.”

			Kautilya stopped. “I did not lie.”

			But she had ... just a few moments before.

			“Hayan stole the texts,” Kautilya said, “not you.”

			Dhanush chuckled. Then he chuckled harder before beginning to laugh outright.

			“What’s so funny?” Kautilya asked.

			“You,” Dhanush said. “You are both the most brilliant and the silliest person I have ever known.”

			Kautilya pouted. “I hate you.”

			“But I adore you,” Dhanush said. “I adore you, dear sister.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 13

			The End Of Education

			Kautilya was relieved. Her training had come to an end and she would now be sent back to Aryavrat. There was a spring in her step and everything seemed brighter and full of life. 

			“Let’s go, Bali.” Kautilya tried to wake her largest brother. At sixteen he had already become a giant. He swiped Kautilya aside and rolled back into sleep. 

			“Wake up!” Dhanush screamed, and jumped on him, scaring both Kautilya and Bali. 

			The noise woke up all the brothers. 

			“Is it time already?” Varun said. “I wanted to sleep some more.”

			“Father is going to arrive soon,” Kautilya said. The thought of seeing him again put a smile on her face.

			“Father?” Varun said. “Wonderful. That means no more sleeping on the floor?”

			“Yes,” Dhanush said. “And delicious food served to us on silver platters whenever we wish.”

			“A warm bath in the mornings,” Varun said, “with beautiful attendants.”

			“Beautiful attendants?” Bali leapt up. “I’d take a bath the whole day, then.”

			“But you would still stink,” Sameer said.

			All of them laughed, and the whole hut was now as excited as Kautilya.

			Soon they had bathed and dressed, and were ready to leave. Finally, the fragrant princes and princess of Bharat made their way to their assembly point. 

			The Lohithas and Akrama were already waiting for them. One after the other they touched his feet. 

			“Long live all of you.” Akrama smiled, which was rare even after all these years.

			Hayan was the first one to notice movement in the distance. “Chariots,” he said.

			Kautilya was overjoyed. Her father was on his way. 

			Sure enough, after some time, a convoy of chariots made their way to the hermitage. Chandra led the convoy with a handsome young man by his side. He was followed in by the Lohitha king and his wives. They arrived and greeted Akrama, then the boy made his way to Kautilya. 

			“How are you, Kautilya?” he asked. “Your brothers and you have grown up so much.” 

			Kautilya recognised him. “Jay!” She gasped and hugged him. Jay had matured. He was no longer adorable and awkward. He was handsome and graceful. He had become a man. 

			“I am well, Jay,” Kautilya said. “How are you? You look great.”

			Jay blushed. “And you have become beautiful. So many princes will line up to take your hand.”

			Kautilya smiled weakly. Would Jay do it too?

			Soon it was time for the ceremony of graduation. As per tradition, the disciples would be summoned one after the other for a personal audience with the guru. Here the student would give the guru a tribute, as payment for the education and lodgings. After the guru received the tribute he would teach the student one final lesson. 

			The first one to be called was Sameer, who had been the biggest thorn in Akrama’s side. Sameer collected a bag of gold from the king and went to Akrama for his final lesson. 

			One by one the princes went to receive the final lesson. All of them took a bag of gold from their parents and also a gift that they had found, made or bought themselves. 

			“Dhanush,” Akrama summoned him. 

			Dhanush stood up. He smiled and patted Kautilya’s shoulder as he made his way to receive his final lesson. 

			Kautilya reached into the cloth bag she was carrying. She pulled out the big stacks of palm leaves she had written on. That was her tribute. It had taken many days to complete but she hoped it would impress her teacher. 

			After Dhanush was finished, Kautilya walked up to Chandra and touched his feet. He smiled with tears in his eyes.

			Kautilya received a bag of gold from him. She began to walk towards Akrama. 

			However, Akrama was already returning. He saw Kautilya and turned his face away.

			“I forgot about you,” he said. 

			Even after all these years. Even after all this effort! But she did not let her disappointment show. 

			“These are for you, Guruji,” Kautilya said. “I have scribed all your teachings.” She put the texts and the bag of gold at Akrama’s feet. 

			“Live long and prosper.” Akrama forced a smile and said. 

			Then he went off to meet all the parents and wish each of them goodbye. 

			Kautilya remained where she stood. She turned away from the crowd and sobbed. She did not want their pity.

			She felt a familiar touch on her shoulder. Kautilya looked up to see it was Chandra.

			Chandra smiled. “You did well, Kautilya.”

			“Not well enough, I guess,” Kautilya said.

			“It is not hard for gold to glitter, Kautilya,” he said. “Akrama is adept at the art of war yet he hasn’t learned enough about life.”

			Most people thought Chandra was just a warrior. But Kautilya knew him to be a philosopher too, just like her. 

			“Do you still remember the statue of the crouching lioness?” he asked.

			Kautilya nodded.

			“Did you know that statue was originally a tiger?” he asked.

			Kautilya shook her head. 

			“The Sun God and rains eroded the stripes,” he said, “and now the statue looks like a lioness. The priests considered it a bad omen. Many have asked me to take down the statue, but I consider it to be better as a lioness. It represents what truly makes a king strong.”

			Chandra turned to Kautilya. “Did you know that tigers are bigger than lions?”

			Kautilya nodded.

			“Tigers can beat lions one-on-one,” he said, “but tigers in the wild will always avoid lions. Do you know why?”

			“Because they hunt in groups?” Kautilya said. 

			“Yes, the lion has a pride,” he said. “If you attack one, you attack the rest. Similarly, for a king, his greatest strength is not his individual prowess. His greatest strength is those who advise him. The king might be one but it is the whole council that keeps the throne. Do you understand?”

			Kautilya nodded. She was to be Dhanush’s advisor. It gave her some consolation that her father considered her worthy. 

			“Have you learned to use astras?” Chandra asked.

			Kautilya nodded. “I can use the ones under the patronage of the Fire God and the War God. Dhanush can use the Storm God’s astras too. I’ve seen some of them. He can destroy armies.”

			“Well, then, on behalf of your guru let me give you your final lesson,” Chandra said. “As a prize for all your hard work, let me teach you the incantation for a very special astra. It is very powerful so use it only when the circumstance is most dire.”

			Chandra then whispered the incantation into her ear. Kautilya committed it to memory. 

			“It is called the Hamsastra,” Chandra said. “It was revealed to me by the Creator God. But he is not the patron so I cannot use it. Can you guess who the patron is?”

			It had been easy for her to work out her brothers’ patron gods. But she had always wondered about hers. Whoever it was, they did not give her any great ability. But if the Creator God gave Chandra the astra and it was not under his patronage then that could only mean...

			“Of course,” Kautilya said, “it’s under the patronage of his daughter, the Goddess. And she is my patron.”

			“Perfect,” Chandra said. “You are remarkable, Kautilya. Keep surprising me with your ability.”

			“But I can never be the warrior that Dhanush will be,” Kautilya said. 

			“Kautilya,” Chandra said, grabbing her shoulders, “you are much more than a warrior. You have wisdom and perseverance. You have empathy for others. You have kindness in your heart. You are not born to be a warrior, Kautilya. You are born to be a king.”

			Kautilya got goosebumps along her arms as she heard this. She nodded. 

			“Now let’s return to the rest,” Chandra said, “before they start chiding me about spending all my time with my daughter.” 

			Kautilya smiled. 

			The ceremony concluded. The Shveta and Lohitha princes had been rivals for eight years but now they bade farewell to each other like respectful compatriots. 

			Bali and the eldest Lohitha bawled as they hugged each other and bade farewell. Jansa walked up to Dhanush and gave him a farewell hug. Then he walked up to Kautilya and said, “You did well, parrot.”

			“So did you,” Kautilya said.

			“I will be more wary of you than I am of any of your brothers,” Jansa said. “But I promise you I will take back the throne that was my family’s one day.”

			“You can try,” Kautilya said.

			Jansa smiled. “Take care, parrot. Goodbye.”

			“You take care, Jansa,” Kautilya said. “A parrot never forgets.”

			Jansa’s smile faded as he walked away. 

			After a long exile, Kautilya was on her way back to the palace.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 14

			The Rebellion

			A few days into her time back at the palace she began missing the gurukul. 

			As soon as she was back her old routine began again. She was kept out of any actual work. Her job was to look pretty, which she felt she was not very good at. She missed the plain cotton attire of the gurukul. The gaudy silks and chiffons of a princess’s wardrobe were not comfortable. And every day the handmaidens would spend hours bathing her. Their primary goal was to clear up the tan she had got in the forests. Before long, Kautilya felt she was turning yellow from the application of too much turmeric on her skin.

			Once in a while, Jay would come to visit her. But now that both of them were adolescents the palace folk disapproved of them spending time together. Conversations turned awkward and very soon his visits became rare. On many days she would wistfully wait for him to arrive. She would look up expectantly at the sound of any man, only to see that it was a servant or an occasional soldier sent to deliver a message from her father. 

			All her brothers except Dhanush disappeared from her life as soon as they were all back at the palace. She had expected this. Dhanush would visit whenever he could find some reprieve from the daily royal affairs. They would chat for a few minutes on some questions Dhanush had about state policies or the law and then he would have to go back to the courts. 

			Some days they would go out into the forests to practise astras. Both of them improved but Dhanush was still much better than her. 

			She visited the king’s chambers on the nights when Chandra was in. But his age was catching up with him. His eyes were sunken and exhaustion marked his every breath. Soon the handmaidens were her only company, and the only topics they ever talked about were their love lives and how to cook. 

			She began to get restless and wondered what she could do to pass her time. 

			One day, Dhanush came to her. “We should join the proceedings of the courtroom, Kautilya. There is bad news.”

			Kautilya and Dhanush made their way to the courthouse where there was a huge commotion. Chandra had his head in his hands. 

			Kautilya noticed a familiar face among the courtiers. 

			“What’s Jansa doing here?” she asked. 

			“He is the new Lohitha ambassador,” Dhanush said. “The sight of him makes me retch.”

			“Why did you call me here?” Kautilya asked.

			“The humans have suffered their first defeat in Dandaka,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya gasped. Dandaka was a jungle province that had been ruled by Bharat for several years. The original inhabitants of the country were apes and bears, but the ape rulers had been defeated centuries ago by the Lohithas and the country had become a part of the Bharat Empire. 

			However, the descendants of the deposed ape ruler continued to rebel against their human masters. Their primitive weapons, haphazard military training and refusal to use horses meant that they were usually only a trifling threat. 

			But recently there had been reports of a new ruler taking charge and bolstering the ape rebels so that now they were making advances. Jay’s father, the general, had been sent to lead the human forces against the new threat. 

			However, finally, after several years, the rebels had achieved their first victory. 

			“What about Jay’s father? Is he back?” Kautilya asked.

			Dhanush pursed his lips. “He is missing.”

			Suddenly a messenger ran into the courtroom and fell to his knees. “Your Highness.”

			Chandra leapt from his throne. “Is it news from Dandaka?”

			The messenger lifted up torn blood-soaked clothes and broken sandals. 

			“The general is dead,” the messenger said.

			Jay wailed and collapsed.

			Kautilya was stunned too. The general was the one elder noble other than her father who treated her decently. It was unfair how the good people in the world were stolen away before everyone else. 

			And Jay – his heart must have been torn from him.

			Chandra clenched his fists and looked up. “Prepare my battalion. I am setting out for Dandaka.”

			“Father,” Dhanush said, “you are needed here. Let the Raptors go to Dandaka. We will lead the campaign against the ape rebels.”

			Chandra shook his head. “No, I will not lose my sons.”

			“You will not lose your sons, father,” Dhanush said. “Let me go. I’m sure that together the Shveta brothers can take on any enemy.”

			“It is a good idea,” Jansa said. “Let us see what the next generation of your esteemed dynasty is capable of.”

			“Do not doubt their ability for one second, Jansa,” Chandra said. “Fine, Dhanush. You and your brothers prepare yourselves. I will loan you my battalion and if you need any more troops you can ask me.”

			Dhanush put his palms together and bowed. Chandra raised his open palm. “Go with my blessings.”

			“And also your daughter,” Dhanush said. “I request your permission to take Kautilya with us. Her knowledge of strategy could aid us.”

			The whole court was stunned.

			“A woman on a battlefield?” some murmured.

			“No, Dhanush,” Chandra said. “Dandaka has become very dangerous in these past few months.”

			“We will protect her, father,” Dhanush said. “We are her brothers, after all.”

			This was Kautilya’s chance to escape the monotony of palace life. She looked up at Chandra imploringly. She knew her doe-eyes would melt his heart.

			“Very well, go on,” Chandra said. “But if one scratch should mark her body...”

			Dhanush nodded.

			Kautilya bowed her head and her father blessed her. Then she and Dhanush left the courtroom followed by cheers of approval. 

			Kautilya started to sweat. War... She was marching headlong into a real battle. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 15

			Dandaka

			They travelled for several days along the river to reach their destination. Kautilya spent the time mulling strategy and occasionally playing chess with Dhanush. 

			Jay was also accompanying them on the journey. However, he had been silent the whole way. Kautilya wished she could take him in her arms and soothe away his anguish. But to do that before marriage would be a great scandal. 

			The capital of Dandaka was a verdant paradise built along a river around the Kishkinda hill. Marble and stone buildings dotted the green mangrove swamps and meadows. 

			To the north of the city, the river meandered gracefully. 

			The river was not a natural watercourse. It had been built by the Riverbuilder, a legendary sage who did intense penance in the name of the Great Preserver. The penance was rewarded with the appearance of a mountain-sized boar that could carve into any rock or soil. 

			With the boar under his control, the Riverbuilder began his long endeavour to connect Kishkinda to Aryavrat. Kautilya had seen paintings of the saffron-clad sage standing atop the behemoth, digging up the land and allowing water to flow through. Any creature in the way, human or not, would be carved up along with the land.

			They say many hundreds of people died and many families were displaced. Several of them went to the Riverbuilder and pleaded him to stop. However, he did not. 

			Kautilya had memorised his famous reply: Mighty nations are built on the carcasses of the weak.

			The Riverbuilder and the boar continued their rampage through Bharat.

			As they neared Kishkinda, a bear whose hut was just outside Kishkinda wanted to save her home. She talked to a flock of woodpeckers and they flew into the boar’s eyes and blinded him. 

			The blind boar began bucking and screaming. The Riverbuilder fell off its back and was trampled to death. After that, no one touched the strip of land where the bear resided. Only after many decades when she moved away did builders bring ape slaves to break down the final section that was needed to connect Kishkinda to the new river. 

			Kautilya was always intrigued by what she might learn from that story, but for now she let go of the thought and continued to observe the myriad buildings around her. The city and its surroundings were enveloped in lush greenery, and the climate would ensure that the weather was constantly pleasant. Kautilya preferred Kishkinda to the capital. 

			Thousands had assembled to welcome the famous Raptors. The crowds cheered as Dhanush waved from the deck of the boat that carried them to the dock.

			Kautilya observed the assembly. Most of them were humans whose ancestors had settled in Dandaka long ago. The humans had made the place their home just as much as the apes and bears who had lived here for millennia. 

			Kautilya saw the aboriginal inhabitants of the land too. They looked like large humans except that their bodies were covered in fur. Most had the faces of monkeys and some had the faces of bears. They were confined to the edges of the crowds. They stooped low in fear.

			As soon as the boat banked the humans cheered louder.

			“Hail the king! Hail the Raptors! Hail war!” 

			Kautilya saw her brothers bask in the adulation of the crowds. Boys and men cheered and girls swooned. 

			Some noblemen brought garlands and put them around the princes’ necks. Kautilya was unsurprised when she did not receive one. 

			“My apologies.” A nobleman tried to explain. “I did not expect you to be here.”

			“It’s all right.” Kautilya shrugged off the incident. She did not care much for ceremony anyway. 

			A chariot had arrived to escort them, trundling along with horsemen trotting beside it. Kautilya hated chariots. They were wobbly and made her sick. She preferred being on a horse. 

			As she travelled, Kautilya surveyed the beautiful buildings of Kishkinda. Some were made of ordinary stone, but most were marble. These were recent additions to the cityscape, built in traditional human style, with onion domes and arched windows. They were lustrous. All the government buildings and temples were marble. 

			But the stone buildings of Kishkinda were the ones that fascinated Kautilya most. They were ancient moss-covered structures that had been built by apes when they still ruled the city. 

			Kautilya had always been taught that the apes and bears had had no civilisation before the coming of the humans. Yet none of the books she had read explained how an uncivilised race had put up these magnificent buildings. 

			The escort soon arrived at the magnificent Governor’s Court. It was the biggest building in the city of Kishkinda and Kautilya was awed by its grandeur. 

			The royal chariot rolled right to the entrance. Ape servants put down a pedestal to help them step off the high chariot. 

			“Thank you,” Kautilya said to one ape as she got off.

			It was taken aback. She remembered no one was used to politeness from royals. Kautilya sighed and walked on. 

			The court was already in full swing. An announcer bellowed out, “Prince Dhanush Shveta, first son of King Chandragupta Shveta, heir to the Bharat Empire.” 

			Immediately everyone was silent. 

			The governor’s throne was empty. It had been once occupied by the general. 

			“Bring five more thrones. Line them up facing the same direction,” Dhanush ordered. 

			Immediately apes were signalled to bring the thrones. Within moments, six thrones stood at the head of the court. 

			“Take a seat, all of you,” Dhanush said to his brothers. Dhanush sat on the governor’s throne, and the others sat on the lower level. They left the throne to Dhanush’s right empty. He gestured to Kautilya to take the seat. 

			The noblemen were impressed as Kautilya walked to her seat and sat down. 

			“Dear elders,” Dhanush said, “a great tragedy has befallen our nation. It is not merely embarrassing to lose a battle to rebel scum, it is the first defeat that we have faced since the Great War. We also lost our general in this battle. There are very few as devoted to the service of the king as the general. It is also a personal loss to my dear friend.” 

			He paused and looked at Jay who nodded back in acknowledgement.

			“His death must and will be avenged. I need your support to do this. We should hand those rebels a defeat they will never recover from.

			“We will show them the fate that befalls the enemies of the humans. Our steeds will crush them. Our swords will cut them to pieces. And our righteousness will prevail over their evil designs.”

			Dhanush raised his fist. “Hail the king! Hail Bharat! Hail war!”

			The court raised their fists. “Hail war!”

			Soon they were in the war room. Kautilya and Dhanush stood around the map of Dandaka. The interim general of the Dandaka command stood beside Dhanush trying to keep up with the discussion. 

			Varun, as usual, was trying to learn. Sameer and Bali were lying on velvet sofas relaxing. Hayan was staying aloof, also as usual. 

			“The terrain isn’t very good for cavalry, is it?” Dhanush asked Kautilya.

			“Not if we stray too much into the forests,” Kautilya said. “I think that’s the mistake Jay’s father made. He was lured into the forests where his horses had little room to manoeuvre.”

			“So, infantry-based warfare?” Dhanush asked Kautilya. “We will go in on foot.”

			Kautilya was not so sure. “The jungle is inherently advantageous to the apes. We will have to bring them out onto the plains.”

			Kautilya pointed to an agricultural clearing beside the main Dandaka forests. “This area is perfect. The meadows allow us to use our cavalry. From the Kishkinda side, we have the advantage of higher ground. Our horses will be sweeping down on them.”

			Dhanush smiled and patted Kautilya’s shoulder. “Of course. Excellent.”

			“My only concern is,” Kautilya said, “how do we get the rebel forces here? They will never assemble at such a disadvantageous position.”

			“I have a solution to that,” Dhanush said, then turned to Hayan without explaining. “Hayan, I have a special mission for you and Bali.”

			Then Dhanush turned back to Kautilya. “Sleep well, Kautilya. I will need you by my side in the battle.”

			Kautilya nodded apprehensively. She could not work out how Dhanush planned to lure the apes out to the meadows of the Dandaka farmland. However, she trusted her brother’s ability to wage war. Dhanush was a born general. 

			Dhanush asked his attendants to bring out four chests. 

			“Today we head into our first battle,” Dhanush said. “It is not a game any more. The consequences of victory and defeat are real. However, we were not born of flesh and blood. We were born of fire and sacrifice. We are destined to be the rulers of not just Bharat but all of Triloka. Together we will do it.”

			Dhanush opened the chests one after the other. “I had these helmets specially built to represent the origins and values we embody,” Dhanush said. He pulled out the helmet from the chest in front of him. It was in the shape of an eagle’s head. Sticking out of the top was a long tuft of black horsehair. Dhanush put it on. It covered his head and the top half of his face, revealing only his eyes. 

			Hayan’s helmet was in the shape of an owl and Sameer’s slick and falcon-shaped.

			Kautilya looked into the chest that was placed in front of her. Inside was a silver helmet in the shape of a parrot’s head. 

			“Today is the day that the Raptors will reinforce their legacy in history,” Dhanush said. “Epics will be written about us. Children will be named after us. We will be the saviours of Dandaka and the vanquishers of the rebels. Today we will become the legends we are fated to be.”

			He put out his hand. The brothers put their own hands on top of it, as did Kautilya.

			“Hail war,” Dhanush said.

			“Hail war,” they all replied.

			“Now let’s go and get these rebel rats,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya felt her heart pounding. She was a part of this. She was going to be a part of history too. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 16

			The Battle

			The battlefield was only half a day’s march from the city of Kishkinda. The army soon reached the edge of the meadows.

			Kautilya looked around. With the exception of Hayan and Bali, all the other Raptor brothers were assembled right behind the main forces. 

			Kautilya pulled out a rock crystal lens and scanned the opposite side of the battlefield. There was no sign of any armies assembling.

			“The forces have not arrived,” Kautilya said to Dhanush.

			“Don’t worry, Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “They will come.”

			Kautilya looked around nervously, still wondering what scheme her brothers had come up with. 

			Suddenly drums announced the arrival of the enemy forces. Kautilya looked through her lens again and sure enough on the other side of the battlefield, the ape rebels had started emerging from the jungle.

			“They have come,” she said.

			Dhanush smiled. He pulled out a tiny conch that Kautilya recognised as having been specially commissioned by Hayan and gifted to all the brothers. Only Hayan could hear the sound it made. Dhanush blew it.

			“Now what do we do?” Sameer asked.

			“We need to draw them uphill so that they are out of the cover of the jungle,” Kautilya said. “If they’re too close then they can immediately retreat when we attack. In that case, we will be at a deadlock.”

			“We won’t have to charge,” Dhanush said. “Hayan and Bali are here.”

			Kautilya turned to see and sure enough, Hayan and Bali had returned. 

			“Hayan, are we ready?” Dhanush asked.

			Hayan nodded. 

			Dhanush pulled out an arrow from his quiver. “Agnyastra,” he chanted, and shot the arrow into the forest.

			There was a huge explosion and suddenly the whole forest caught fire. The flames spread rapidly and several apes caught alight. Kautilya recognised the smell: Hayan had doused the forest with black fuel. Its fire was inextinguishable. 

			The apes began to charge. 

			“Hold,” Dhanush said.

			The apes began running uphill. 

			“Charge!” Dhanush screamed and immediately his order was relayed across the army. The cavalry thundered into battle. They galloped into the incoming apes. The creatures had no chance. They would be crushed.

			Soon the humans and the apes collided. As Kautilya had expected, it was a quick slaughter. The apes were at a disadvantage. For a short time, the massacre continued as ape after ape fell. They managed to inflict some casualties on the humans but the balance was horribly skewed. 

			The five Raptor brothers charged into the melee too. With the exception of Dhanush, all leapt off their horses and jumped to fight on foot. They were amazingly graceful as they unleashed their dance of death on the hapless apes. Sameer hacked and slashed in rapid succession and felled at least a dozen apes in the span of a minute. Bali used his mace and crushed one ape after the other. Varun and Hayan paired up and fought together.

			Dhanush took out two whipping swords and charged through the attack hacking and slicing apes. 

			The brothers enjoyed killing, Kautilya realised. Their natural predatory instinct had come to the fore and they relished the opportunity to finally fight. 

			She reached to take an arrow from her quiver then decided against it. There were too many of their soldiers in the mix.

			She was wondering why the apes did not retreat despite being so hopelessly outmatched when a column of them penetrated the cavalry line and charged at the troops around Kautilya. 

			“Princess!” a soldier yelled. “What do we do?”

			But the brutality of the battle had Kautilya confused. “Princess,” another soldier said, “what are your orders?”

			“I...” she started, but her mind was blank. She even began losing control of her horse.

			“Princess...” A soldier tried to say something but was immediately cut down by a screaming ape. 

			The infantry around Kautilya was being overrun by apes. She had to take charge. She breathed deeply and began to scream, “Shiel—”

			“Shield wall,” Dhanush commanded as he returned to the soldiers. With his swords, he ripped through the apes. He leapt off his horse and into the midst of the shield-bearing soldiers. 

			“Get the princess out of here,” Dhanush ordered the two horsemen who guarded her.

			Kautilya wanted to stay but there was no way she could disobey Dhanush.

			She let the two horsemen escort her away from the front line. She turned to see that Dhanush had managed to quell the final ape resistance.

			Soon the battlefield was strewn with hundreds of dead apes. Dhanush blew his conch to signal the end of the battle. He then galloped out into the battlefield and planted the Shveta lion banner right in the middle of it. 

			The banner fluttered in the wind as Dhanush raised his fist and screamed, “Hail Bharat! Hail the Raptors! Hail war!” 

			The whole army screamed back, “Hail war!” 

			Only Kautilya remained silent. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 17

			Not a Warrior

			That night Kishkinda celebrated. 

			Dhanush and the brothers danced in the city’s main square and the army joined them. Kautilya sat in a corner observing the frivolities, unable to forget the horrors she had witnessed that day. 

			Sameer tried to pull Kautilya into the celebrations but she refused. He shrugged and left with a mug of liquor in his hand. 

			Kautilya stared at Dhanush, who was dancing without a shred of remorse on his face. He stopped and stared back at her, and she immediately averted her gaze. 

			She did not want to talk but soon her brother’s voice said, “How are you keeping, Kautilya?”

			“I am well,” she mumbled.

			Dhanush sat next to her. “Listen, Sister. I know you were not happy with what happened today.”

			“You burned the forest, Dhanush. There were so many innocent animals in there,” Kautilya said.

			“You think I would have done it if I had any other choice?” Dhanush asked. “It was a choice between our soldiers and apes, Kautilya. Human lives are more important. It is our duty to protect our subjects.” 

			“It is our duty to protect all innocent lives,” Kautilya said. “We do not take up arms against those who do not have weapons. If you had given me the choice I would have found a better plan to beat the ape rebels.”

			“Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “You have to realise that being king is about making tough choices. Sometimes I have to consider the bigger picture. Think about it this way. If the apes had the same choice what do you think they would have done?”

			Kautilya was silent. 

			“I have to be ruthless to rule,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya shook her head. “You are not a very good leader, then.”

			Dhanush’s eyes flared. “Do you think you are a better leader than me, Kautilya? Then why did you fail to rally the men when they needed you most?”

			“I was about to,” Kautilya replied.

			“There is no about to,” Dhanush said. “There is no almost when you are a leader, Kautilya. You cannot lead with ink and intellect. You have to lead with steel and strength. ”

			Kautilya hung her head. Dhanush had never lost his cool with her before. She stood up and began to walk back to her quarters.

			“Kautilya,” Dhanush called after her, “I am sorry. The pressure of being the next king is too much. You are great, sister. You are the best strategist among us.”

			“Well, what’s the point of crafting strategies if I cannot follow them through?” Kautilya asked.

			Dhanush ran to Kautilya and hugged her tight. “We each have our own role,” Dhanush said. “You only need to be my advisor. You do not need to take up the mantle of leadership if you do not wish it.”

			Kautilya hugged him back.

			“You are a good person, Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “With you by my side, I will make our nation greater than it has ever been. I will conquer the demigods.”

			He raised his palm to Kautilya and she saw the scar he had made when they were eight and had started their nightly training. She raised her palm too.

			“We make our own fate,” both of them said together and grabbed each other’s hands. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 18

			Arranged Marriage

			The Raptors and Kautilya returned to Aryavrat triumphant. However, Kautilya quickly fled the adulation and attention and retreated to the princess’s chambers.

			One campaign was enough to show her that leading was not her strength. Instead, she would spend her time reading and writing. As Dhanush put it, pursuing tasks of ‘ink and intellect’. She would spend days sitting at the court watching men debate needlessly when the solution was very evident. Very soon she realised that, in many cases, it was not the sanest but the loudest voice that was heard. 

			Days turned to weeks and she began to hate the monotony. 

			One day her father summoned her. When she arrived the court was in an uproar. 

			Jansa was on his feet, a vein in his neck looking ready to burst. He looked at Kautilya. “We need to break the deadlock regarding the Dandaka question.”

			Kautilya sighed. How she hated this man!

			“We are a great race,” Jansa said, “and we consider war the greatest form of worship. We rightfully won that land several years ago under Lohitha leadership. But the Shveta king has given it away, to a tribe of untouchables. If they so desire that land then let them fight for it, just as we did many years ago. It does not make sense to give it away.”

			“Ambassador,” Chandra said, “you must understand we have the ports and the cities of Dandaka. Let the apes rule the hills.”

			Jansa laughed. “They are not fit to be more than slaves.”

			“It is not birth that determines the worth of a man, ambassador,” Chandra said. “His actions determine his worth.”

			“If I may, Father,” Dhanush said. He stood up and immediately the whole court was silent. 

			Chandra was surprised but curious. “What is your proposal, son?”

			“I say we invade the hills and finish off the apes,” Dhanush said, “just as our forefathers did before us. We take back our land.”

			“If we begin a war with the apes,” Chandra said, “then we will need to reduce our forces to the east that are holding the line against the asura. We will not be honouring our agreement.”

			“The demigod king was the one who came up with that arrangement,” Dhanush said. “Let them give a battalion of their army. Why should we have to lose our land?”

			The court murmured in agreement.

			“Like it or not, the demigods are the most powerful nation in the world,” Chandra said. “To have them by our side is critical. Especially when our south faces the rakshasas of Trikuta and our east faces the asura. If we have to give away a part of our nation to maintain the alliance it is a worthwhile price to pay.”

			“Why can’t we make an alliance with the asura?” Dhanush said. “They are almost as powerful as the demigods and their strength is growing. Allying with them safeguards our coasts and allows us to focus on the rakshasas on the south. We can take back the Dandaka Hills. And to me, it makes more sense to be allied with the asura who live close by than with the demigods who live on their flying continent distant from the realities of the other two worlds.”

			The court murmured in agreement.

			Chandra sighed. “Dhanush, the asura are not trustworthy. They have had designs on our lands for a long time. Plus the demigods are not as distant as you may think. Their penance to the Sun God has given them astravimana which fly across the skies of Jambudvipa. They can launch attacks anywhere on the continent. They are the more sensible option.”

			“I think you are afraid to wage war,” Dhanush said. 

			The court gasped. Only the sages could be so defiant to the king. The accusation of fearing war was the worst insult a warrior could receive. 

			“Afraid?” Chandra lifted his hand and curled up his fist. “Ask the soldiers whose horse it was that led the charge against the Danavas. Ask the demigods whose astra it was that took down the city of Sutala. Ask them if I know fear.

			“I have faced more foes in battle than you have hairs on your head, child. Don’t think that you have become a warrior just because you beat some paltry apes. I command we let the apes have the hills.”

			“But, Father...” Dhanush began.

			“Silence,” Chandra said. “Do not speak out of turn in the court ever again.”

			“I have a say in how the country is ruled,” Dhanush said. “I will be the king one day.”

			“Only if I choose,” Chandra said.

			The court was stunned by Dhanush’s outburst. Now he hung his head at his father’s wrath, and Kautilya felt bad for him. It was shameful to be reprimanded in public. 

			Chandra sighed. “The court is dismissed.” 

			Everyone poured out of the courtroom.

			Kautilya walked up to an agitated Dhanush.

			“Father was too harsh,” she said.

			Dhanush nodded. “It’s so frustrating. You know this policy of appeasement is alienating the Lohithas. The apes are not a big threat. Plus the asura are gaining more influence on Jambudvipa since their alliance with the rakshasas.”

			“Father must have some...” Kautilya began.

			“What do you think, Kautilya?” Dhanush asked.

			“It doesn’t make sense to me, either,” she replied, “but the king has more experience. Some things can only be learned with time.”

			Dhanush scoffed. “In that case, would an aging tortoise beat a young lion?”

			Kautilya grinned. “It’s not the same.”

			“Princess,” a courtier interrupted them, “your father is summoning you.”

			Kautilya bade Dhanush goodbye and walked into the courtroom where her father was waiting for her.

			“I am disappointed, Kautilya,” Chandra said. “I did not expect my son to act so arrogantly. Power poisons the mind. It takes great strength of character to be a ruler.”

			He held up a letter. Kautilya had written to him that she preferred staying away from courtly affairs. “Are you sure you do not want to be part of the court any more?” 

			Kautilya nodded. “I am happier being a princess. I’d rather concentrate on my own studies.”

			Chandra put a finger under her chin. “What will you do with all your time? Do we need to find you a man?”

			Kautilya was alarmed. “No, I don’t want to be married yet.” But her mind inadvertently slipped to images of Jay.

			“Then what do you want to do?” Chandra asked. “I can see you are lonely, dear one. My time will come soon. Your brothers need wives too or they will become more reckless. How can I marry them off without finding you a husband?”

			Kautilya nodded.

			“Is there someone on your mind?” Chandra asked.

			Kautilya shook her head frantically. She was too embarrassed to bring up the topic of Jay. 

			“Fine,” Chandra said. “Let me discuss this with the council. We can find you a handsome prince.”

			On her way back from the court she cursed herself. It had been a perfect opportunity to bring up the subject of Jay. His father had been Chandra’s best friend. She could have tried. 

			The next day the court heard about Kautilya’s decision. 

			“It is wonderful news,” the Chief Priest said. “We can consolidate your alliances with the two other major families. Prince Jansa is of marriageable age.”

			Kautilya’s heartbeat quickened. 

			“The eldest Lohitha is the one looking for a marriage,” Jansa pointed out.

			“But he is already set to marry the Magadha king’s eldest daughter,” someone else objected.

			“Enough,” Chandra said. “We will conduct a swayamvar.”

			Kautilya’s heart skipped a beat. That meant she could choose her own husband. She adored her father more than ever.

			“Of course,” the Chief Priest said. “A contest whose victor will get the princess’s hand.” 

			“Yes,” Chandra said. “That is how I won Subadra and that is how I wish my daughter to be married.”

			Kautilya was horrified. They were going to do a ritual swayamvar. Instead of choosing her husband she would be given away to the winner of some pointless contest. It was demeaning. 

			“Send out the proclamation,” Chandra said. “We will have the ceremony in a month’s time.”

			***

			That night Kautilya was weeping in her chambers when she heard the door open and turned around to see it was her father.

			“Why are you crying, Kautilya?” Chandra asked.

			“Why am I crying?” Kautilya repeated incredulously. “You’re going to give me away in a contest!”

			“I thought you would be happy,” Chandra said. “You told me you did not have anyone on your mind. The gods will choose the best among all your suitors.”

			“But I am a person with my own will,” Kautilya said, “I thought you were different, Father. But you’re just like the rest of them.”

			“Kautilya,” Chandra said, “what do you want? Tell me.”

			He kept his hand on her shoulder but she slapped it away. 

			“If you really cared,” Kautilya said, “you would already know what I want.”

			It was the first time she had ever been angry at her father. But, it was not anger. It was disappointment.

			“I do not want to see you,” Kautilya said. “Go away.”

			Chandra walked away. He stood at the door. “It’s true I don’t know what you want. But it’s not because I don’t care. It’s because I’m a fool.” He left the room. 

			Kautilya thought about Jay. She chided herself for not suggesting his name when she’d had the chance. Now it was too late. The contestants would begin arriving soon. 

			***

			It had been a month since the proclamation. 

			The swayamvar was to be held at the biggest arena in the capital, and Kautilya arrived decked in the traditional bridal garb of gold jewellery and red silk. She hated the ornate earrings and the giant nose-ring they had put on her. She would rather have arrived in her regular clothes and put off any suitors.

			She received the customary blessings from each of her elders in turn. Finally, she reached the king. She had not talked to him since the day he had announced the contest. He smiled at her as he blessed her but Kautilya merely pursed her lips before taking her seat at his side. Her brothers were enjoying the whole affair. 

			Kautilya could hear the rumble of the masses that had gathered at the arena. It often hosted races, archery competitions and mock battles. But the spectacle of princes contesting for the right to be the princess’s groom had attracted the biggest audience of all.

			Sons from all the noble families had arrived. Marrying Kautilya would mean being a part of the most powerful family in Bharat. 

			Kautilya studied her suitors. Some of them were handsome, some were strong, but none of them was Jay. They all observed her keenly. Some smiled at her lecherously, sending shivers down her spine. 

			“The time is nigh,” the Chief Priest said and stood up. 

			Then he bellowed: “Warriors of Bharat, the stars have aligned this glorious year to venerate and celebrate the great power that is the Shveta dynasty. Today, the beautiful Princess Kautilya, the flower of the dynasty, has offered her hand to the one who will prove his mettle. The princess’s hand will go to the one who will succeed in the Lion-Killing Rite.”

			Kautilya gasped and the crowds cheered. She saw the ones who had come to contest go pale.

			The rite involved the suitor going into one-on-one combat with a lion with only one weapon. Either the lion was killed or the suitor.

			“So who among you now will take up this challenge?” the priest asked. 

			All the suitors averted their gaze. 

			Only three warriors had been known to survive the rite. The most recent had been Chandra himself, who had been the first in several generations to slay the lion. Legends were told of the then-young Shveta prince’s battle to win the hand of his beloved Princess Subadra. 

			“So, is it no one?” the Chief Priest asked. “Does no one dare?”

			He was met with silence. 

			Kautilya heaved a sigh of relief. Though it was embarrassing for the Shveta family that none among the suitors even attempted the battle, she was happy to be spared from becoming a trophy. 

			“I will attempt to win the princess’s hand.” A familiar voice broke through the silence in the arena. Kautilya’s heart sank as she realised who it was.

			“And who are you, son?” the Chief Priest asked.

			“I am Jay Bhadra, son of General Vasu Bhadra,” Jay announced as he laid his claim. “Allow me the honour to fight for the princess’s hand.”

			The crowds roared in approval but Kautilya feared for his life.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 19

			Man versus Lion

			Kautilya gaped at Jay. Her heart melted as he smiled at her. He was dressed in armour and carrying a shield and a spear.

			The cheering subsided and the whole arena filled with silence again. Jay walked dragging his shield and spear along with him until he reached the centre of the arena. 

			Kautilya saw half a dozen ape slaves run to the other side of the open space. They lined up next to a large wooden door. The whole crowd now had their gaze fixed on the door. One ape began to unlock it as others took defensive positions. 

			“Hail war!” a voice shouted from the audience. 

			“Hail war!” another joined in. 

			“Hail war!” The chant grew louder. 

			Kautilya watched as more and more audience members joined the chanting of the sacred war cry. She then turned to stare at the door through which Jay’s nemesis would arrive. The ape was almost finished unlocking it. 

			“HAIL WAR! HAIL WAR! HAIL WAR!” the whole arena boomed. 

			Suddenly a massive beast burst out of the door and let out a thunderous roar. The whole arena was silenced. The apes scrambled back towards the wall in fear.

			Kautilya gulped. This was the biggest lion she had ever seen. Its scarred face was contorted in rage. It slowly scanned its surroundings. Kautilya saw it sniffing for its prey. Suddenly it turned its big head towards Jay. Its eyes widened in bloodlust and it began walking slowly towards him. 

			Jay immediately took up a combat stance. His left leg was placed forward, bent at the knee, while his left arm held up the shield. With his right hand, he held up his spear. Kautilya’s heart was beating faster and faster as the lion got closer. 

			Suddenly the lion leapt at Jay. Jay ducked his head and pushed as the beast crashed onto the shield. Kautilya saw that it knocked the breath out of him. 

			Jay looked up from behind the shield. The lion was crouching again. It began to slowly circle around so that it could get behind Jay. He adjusted himself accordingly and matched the lion’s movement so that his shield always faced the creature. 

			The lion leapt again. Jay did the same as before. This time the impact was harder and Jay almost fell backwards, but managed to hold himself up using his spear. Kautilya knew that if he fell, he was doomed.

			The lion was getting more and more furious. Jay couldn’t hold off its attacks much longer with his shield. He needed to go on the offensive. 

			He began inching towards the snarling beast. The lion kept stepping backwards. 

			“Wait for the lion to come at you!” Kautilya screamed. 

			Jay stopped walking towards the lion and returned to his earlier stance. The lion roared at Jay but he held still. 

			The lion and Jay kept circling each other for many tense moments. Kautilya knew Jay needed to draw the lion in so that he could use his spear. Jay lifted up the weapon in an attacking position then he slowly exposed his side to the lion.

			The beast crouched and got ready to launch itself as soon as it saw an exposed area. It took a couple of steps back then leapt at Jay. 

			Jay spotted the opportunity and buried the spear in the lion’s undefended belly. The creature roared in agony and fell on the shield, almost crushing Jay underneath it. But he managed to step away just in time. 

			Jay pulled out the spear and the lion leapt back to its feet. It roared even louder and agony contorted its face as blood leaked out from its side. Kautilya saw a chance of victory. However, Jay needed to injure the lion more to truly incapacitate it. 

			Jay turned his shoulder around once again. But the lion was wary now. It stood its ground. Jay became bolder. He turned his head and exposed half his back. Kautilya gritted her teeth. Jay could not see the lion now and had to guess when it would attack.

			The lion began to race towards him.

			Kautilya screamed. Jay turned but was not fast enough. The spear caught the lion in its rear, but the creature managed to get Jay under its giant paws. Kautilya cursed as the lion began to chew on the top of the shield. 

			Jay pulled out a dagger and began to jab at the lion’s shoulder. But he could not get enough strength into the movements. 

			Jay pulled back his dagger and thrust it into the lion’s snout. The strike tore open a gash and the lion growled. It jumped off Jay and tried to tend to its wound. 

			Jay scrambled up. But before he had time to pick up his spear the lion was on him again. It pawed away his shield and leapt onto him. The claws dug into his shoulders. Jay screamed.

			Kautilya knew that in an instant Jay’s throat would be in the lion’s mouth. He turned his eyes towards Kautilya. She saw in his eyes the devotion that was driving him to his doom. 

			“No!” she screamed. She pulled a spear out of a guard’s hand and flung it at the lion. The spear managed to catch the lion’s side and it leapt away in pain.

			Then she pulled a sword from the guard and ran to the edge of the pedestal before leaping into the arena.

			The crowds gasped. Kautilya knew that she had no right to interfere but it didn’t matter. Jay might not have proven himself to the nobles but he had proven himself to her. 

			She ran to him and cradled his head. Blood covered his body. If he did not receive aid soon then he would die.

			“You’re a fool, Jay Bhadra,” Kautilya said.

			“I love you, Kautilya,” Jay said.

			“As I said before,” Kautilya said, “you are a fool and now you’ve dragged me into your folly.”

			She stared ahead as the lion charged them.

			Then she remembered the astra her father had taught her. She flung the sword at the lion and screamed, “Hamsastra!”

			But the astra did not work. The lion merely swatted away the sword and leapt at her with its jaws wide open. Kautilya closed her eyes. 

			But she did not feel teeth sink into her throat as she expected. 

			When she opened her eyes, the lion was down on the ground. Chandra stood atop the fallen animal. The Purogata was embedded in its belly.

			“Get away, Kautilya,” Chandra said.

			Kautilya scrambled backwards and got to her feet. The entire audience was dumbfounded. 

			Chandra pulled out the sword. He smiled at Kautilya and opened his arms for an embrace. 

			Kautilya ran and grabbed onto Chandra’s gigantic, reassuring body. She broke down and began weeping onto her father’s shoulders. 

			“Ssshhh,” Chandra said. “It’s all right. I am here. No one can harm you.”

			“Disgraceful!” A wrathful shout pierced the silent arena. 

			Chandra sighed and let go of Kautilya. She turned to see the speaker. 

			It was Jansa. “Disgraceful!” he cried again.

			“Sin,” the Chief Priest said. “Interfering with the Lion-Killing Rite is a grave sin. The War God will curse our land.”

			Chandra shook his head. “Not even the gods will harm my daughter, not on my watch.”

			“Blasphemy,” the Chief Priest said. “Blasphemy! Kill this vain filth!”

			Jansa pulled out his sword. “Come, Lohitha warriors! Let us show them the might of truly noble blood.” 

			A dozen Lohitha nobles pulled out their weapons and began descending onto the sands of the arena. 

			Chandra lifted his hand with his palm open. Then he closed his fist.

			Kautilya’s brothers leapt out of the pavilion, weapons in hand. They ran around the Lohitha fighters and surrounded Chandra and Kautilya in a protective formation. 

			“Come,” Chandra said. “Do you have the fortitude to face the Shvetas?”

			“Kill them!” the crowd roared. “Kill them!”

			Kautilya looked around at the spiteful crowd. Chandra had ruined their sacred rites. They would never forgive this transgression.

			“Kill them!” the crowd roared.

			“Come on, then,” Chandra said. “Kill us if you dare.”

			Blood splattered Kautilya’s face as a sword burst through Chandra’s chest. The crowds cheered.

			Kautilya’s eyes widened as she looked along the serrated blade and the wrapped green hilt to the person who had killed her father.

			“Dhanush!” She gasped in horror.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 20

			Death

			Kautilya could not believe what was unfolding. It had to be a twisted nightmare.

			Chandra screamed as he elbowed away Dhanush. Then Varun and Bali grabbed Chandra. He flung Varun onto the ground, knocking the latter’s sword out of his hand. 

			He then used his injured arm to grab Bali’s free arm. 

			“Bali, you dog,” Chandra panted, blood pouring out of his mouth. “Do you think you are stronger than your father?”

			He butted his head multiple times into Bali’s face. Once Chandra was done he let go of Bali’s arms and the prince collapsed onto the ground. 

			Kautilya saw Varun reaching for his sword. He scrambled to grab it but couldn’t make it in time. Chandra grabbed Varun and lifted him up. 

			“What were you thinking, son?” he asked, obviously in pain. 

			“Watch out!” Kautilya screamed as Dhanush thrust a dagger into Chandra’s back. Chandra dropped Varun. He turned around and flung a fist at Dhanush. Dhanush ducked and thrust the dagger at Chandra’s belly.

			Chandra grabbed Dhanush’s right hand which held the dagger. With his other hand, he choked Dhanush and flung him to the ground. 

			With his hand still on Dhanush’s throat, he asked, “Why this, Dhanush? How did it come to this?”

			Dhanush glanced at his dagger arm which was pinned down.

			“You do not need a dagger to kill me, Dhanush,” Chandra said. He choked as tears welled up in his eyes. “I will die of a broken heart.”

			Suddenly Dhanush’s left hand rose up and slid a second smaller dagger across Chandra’s throat. Blood sprayed out. Chandra grabbed his throat, trying to hold the blood in. 

			Kautilya watched as Dhanush and Varun kept stabbing their fallen father whose blood had now formed a pool around him. The crowd cheered the princes on. 

			“Stop!” Kautilya screamed and ran to Chandra’s aid. She pushed Dhanush away from his prone body. 

			“Father...!” Kautilya murmured, but he was motionless.

			There was no denying it. Chandra was dead. 

			Kautilya wailed in horror. 

			She felt a hand on her shoulder. 

			“Kautilya, stand up,” she heard Dhanush say. But she refused to budge.

			“Stand up, Kautilya,” Dhanush repeated, shaking her shoulder. Kautilya felt vengeful rage course through her body. Her grip tightened on the sword she had stolen from the guard. Quickly she turned and thrust the sword in the direction of Dhanush.

			Dhanush dodged and grabbed her sword arm. “Are you going to fight me, Kautilya?”

			“You killed the king!” Kautilya screamed trying to pull her sword free. She flung her free arm at Dhanush, who swatted it away.

			Dhanush kicked her down. He tried wresting the sword out of Kautilya’s hand but she hung onto it with all her might. 

			He pulled up Kautilya by her arm. When he started prying her fingers open, she bit his hand. 

			Dhanush laughed. “Why are you doing this, Kautilya?”

			“I am going to kill you,” Kautilya said. There was only one thought in her mind: revenge. 

			“Kautilya, I did what had to be done. Listen to them.” Dhanush gestured at the cheering audience. “They wanted this. The king had committed sacrilege. There was no way they would forgive him.”

			“He did it to save me,” Kautilya said. “He did it protect his daughter.”

			“He did not save you, Kautilya. He put all of us in danger,” Dhanush said. “The Lohithas were just waiting for an opportunity like this to destroy our family. Do you think any of us would have been safe after what has happened?”

			“It was just a stupid ritual,” Kautilya said. “Is a ritual more important than your father?”

			“I was born of rituals, not of Chandra,” Dhanush said. “And so were you, so stop being stupid and put down the sword. You can marry Jay and live your life happily.”

			“Yes, Kautilya,” Varun joined the conversation. “Forget about Chandra. He was never our father. We were born of fire.”

			Kautilya felt helplessness seep through her body. In one fell swoop, she had lost her father and as good as lost her brothers. She broke down sobbing. Her life had collapsed around her. 

			When she felt a hand on her shoulder she knew instinctively it was Dhanush. 

			Kautilya wrapped her arms around him and cried. 

			“You have to be strong, Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “We all have to make tough decisions from time to time. Accept me as your king.”

			Kautilya let her arms slide up onto Dhanush’s neck and wrapped them around it as tight as she could. 

			“Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “what are you doing?”

			Kautilya would not let go. She would choke him to death.

			Suddenly the wind was knocked out of her as Dhanush’s fist speared her belly. But Kautilya was used to beatings. She held tight until a sharp pain in her shoulder forced her to let go. 

			She fell backwards and realised Dhanush had stabbed her with the dagger he had used to kill Chandra.

			He brandished it menacingly. “What is your decision, Kautilya? Are you going to accept me as your true king or are you going to die just like Chandra?”

			Kautilya looked at Dhanush’s face, twisted with malice. She wondered how she could have ever loved that creature.

			“I choose to die,” Kautilya said. “But I am going to kill you and every last one of the Raptors before I do.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 21

			Siblings Fight

			Dhanush stood still with his feet firmly planted. He would not attack until Kautilya did.

			“Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “why are you doing this to yourself? You cannot win against even one of us, let alone all five.” 

			Kautilya blocked out Dhanush’s words. Her focus had to be on his feet. But they did not move. 

			“This is pathetic,” Dhanush said and began to turn. Kautilya saw the opportunity and lunged at him. 

			He merely stepped away and she went sprawling on the ground.

			“Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “I taught you to fight. Do you think you can beat me? Surely you’re not serious.”

			Kautilya lifted herself up. As she got to her feet she saw that all her brothers had formed a circle around her and their father’s body. Kautilya looked down at her hands and knees which were now covered with blood. She looked up at her brothers who were watching her with a mixture of sympathy and annoyance.

			“Give up, Kautilya,” Varun said. “There’s no way you’re going to beat Dhanush.”

			Kautilya turned to face her eldest brother. He was still calmly standing in the same place. There was no indication of what he might be planning. 

			Kautilya realised he just wanted her to attack, and would keep dodging until he found an opening to stab her. 

			“Kill her,” the crowd chanted. “Kill the parrot.”

			“See, Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “even the crowd is getting angry with you. Just give up.”

			Kautilya stood up and ran towards the fallen lion. She had only one chance. 

			“Sameer!” Dhanush cried. “Don’t let her get to the spear.”

			Suddenly Kautilya was lifted and then dropped to the ground. When she recovered her sense of direction Dhanush and Sameer were standing over her. Sameer pulled her up and put her in an armlock. Dhanush then brought the dagger close to Kautilya’s throat.

			The crowd cheered. “Kill her! Kill her!”

			“They want me to kill you. And you want me to kill you too, don’t you Kautilya?” Dhanush whispered into her ear. “You know you can never defeat us. So you want a moral victory. You want to die trying so that you can become a hero. I will not let that happen, Kautilya.” 

			Dhanush pushed her onto the ground. He turned to the crowd. “For your sake, people of Bharat, I have forfeited my next birth. I committed the sin of patricide, but I would commit it a thousand times over for my people.” 

			The crowd cheered. “Hail Dhanush! Hail the Raptors! Hail war!”

			Kautilya saw the Purogata lying next to her father’s body.

			“My sister is just a fool,” Dhanush continued, his tone changing from rousing to mournful. “She does not know what she is doing. I have protected her since she was a child. I cannot kill her. How can one kill his own sister?”

			He turned to Kautilya. “Sister, let go of your hate. Take up your duty. Become a woman worthy of being a warrior.” He offered his hand to Kautilya. 

			Kautilya stared right at Dhanush. The cunning and ruthlessness that made Dhanush so good at war were clear as day. Kautilya felt like a fool for not seeing through him until now.

			“What is your choice, Kautilya?” Dhanush asked. 

			“Agnyastra,” Kautilya said, flinging an earring at him. 

			Dhanush leapt away in time but the explosion disoriented all the Raptors. 

			Kautilya took the opportunity to sprint to the lion. Sameer got back up and ran at her but she was ready. 

			“Kadgāstra!” she cried, and threw her nose-ring at him. It turned into a lethal disc and Sameer fell backwards in his attempt to dodge it. 

			Kautilya picked up the Purogata and charged at Dhanush. Channelling her father’s spirit she swung the sword at him.  

			Yet the Purogata stopped in mid-air in front of him. Kautilya could not believe it. 

			The sword had chosen Dhanush to be the new king! 

			He snatched the Purogata out of her hands, then shook his head. “I offered you a chance, Sister, and you did not take it.”

			He walked up to Kautilya and placed the blade of the Purogata on her shoulder. 

			“Kneel before your king,” Dhanush said.

			Kautilya refused to budge.

			Slowly and painfully the blade started digging into her skin. 

			“Kneel before your king,” Dhanush ordered. 

			“Never,” Kautilya said. The blade sliced into her tendons. Kautilya screamed in agony. 

			“I said kneel before your king.”

			Kautilya could not take the pain any longer. She collapsed onto her knees. 

			The crowds cheered. 

			Dhanush raised his hand and summoned the guards. “Take her away and lock her up.”

			Kautilya was put on the ground and chained up like an animal. Then a guard pulled her up onto his shoulder and began to carry her away. 

			Dhanush then turned to address the crowd again. 

			“The Raptors will no longer identify with the family of King Chandra who committed such sacrilege. We will no longer be the Shveta clan. From today we will wear black, and we will be the Shyamas!”

			The crowds cheered. “Hail the Shyamas! Hail King Dhanush! Hail war!”

			Their chants were the last thing Kautilya heard before being taken away to prison.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 22

			The Hard Prison Cell

			Kautilya was unceremoniously shoved into her cell. 

			“Stay there until you develop some sense,” the prison guard said. 

			After being taken out of the arena, Kautilya had been brought to the central prison. This was where they kept their worst criminals: murderers, rapists and worst of all ... rebels. 

			She had been stripped naked, doused in cold water and given tattered robes to wear. Once that was done she was dragged to her cell.

			“You think you own the place,” the guard continued, “but let me tell you, you’re not a princess any more. You are my prisoner and in here you are nothing more than a worm. Obey my orders and you get food. Disobey and...” He spat on the ground. Then he slammed the prison door shut. 

			Kautilya scanned the room. The walls and floors were cold stone. She knew they were enchanted to protect against any astra attacks. There was a small window in the cell, through which she could see the statue of the crouching lioness that her father had decided would be the emblem of Bharat. Not any more. Dhanush would see to that. He would clear away all traces of Chandra’s legacy in order to reinforce his own. 

			Did he really do it to protect the nation from civil war? Chandra had certainly been antagonising all the noble families. And the priest class would not forgive his meddling in the swayamvar. But to murder him...

			“Greetings,” said a voice.

			Kautilya turned to see her cellmate. An ape. That explained the weird smell.

			The ape lumbered up. She was young; in ape years she would have been Kautilya’s age. She raised her fist in the traditional greeting gesture of her kind. 

			Kautilya did not respond. An ape was hardly good company. 

			“I will be your cellmate for the rest of your stay,” the ape said. “My name is...” 

			“I need to rest,” Kautilya said to the ape, too exhausted and preoccupied to pay her more attention. She found her bedroll and lay down on it. Due either to the exhaustion of all that had transpired or the loss of purpose in her life, she immediately went to sleep. 

			***

			Kautilya woke up a few hours later. The ape was sitting on her bedroll staring into the distance.

			“Hey,” Kautilya said.

			The ape was startled. “Have you been awake a long time?”

			Kautilya shook her head.

			The ape continued to stare into the distance in silence.

			Maybe apes were slow in thought like Akrama had taught. 

			“Are you still awake?” the ape asked her. 

			“Of course I am,” Kautilya said. 

			At that moment, a guard unlocked the gate to their cell. 

			“It’s time for our meals,” the ape said, standing up. “Let’s go.”

			The ape slowly lumbered down the prison hall and Kautilya followed her. She wondered whether she would become slow too in time. Was it something the prison did to a person or was it something that was peculiar to apes?

			Suddenly two inmates rushed past Kautilya and the ape. One of them shoved the ape aside and her knees buckled. Kautilya grabbed her before she fell.

			“Watch it, you blind ape,” the inmate said and walked off.

			That is when Kautilya noticed the ape’s grey, empty irises.

			“I’m sorry,” the ape said. “I have a bit of trouble navigating.”

			“It’s all right,” Kautilya said. “I’ll help you.” She pulled the ape to her feet. “What was your name?”

			“Renuka,” the ape said.

			“I am Kautilya,” Kautilya said.

			“I’m glad to meet you, Kautilya,” Renuka said.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 23

			Masked Men and Rebellions

			Kautilya and Renuka walked arm-in-arm to the dining hall. It was filled with unsavoury-looking inmates, some of whom eyed Kautilya. But she had enough skills to take care of herself. 

			However, one particular person fascinated her, a man with jet-black skin whose face was covered with a wooden mask. He seemed to be giving a lecture, surrounded by rapt listeners.

			Kautilya and Renuka took the bowls of gruel that were thrust at them and sat on the floor. From where they sat, they could listen in to the masked man. 

			“Who’s the man in the wooden mask?” Kautilya asked Renuka.

			“It’s Yama the Undying,” Renuka said. “His warriors support the war that the apes of Dandaka are waging against their human oppressors.”

			“Their mutiny,” Kautilya corrected her. 

			Yama overheard Kautilya. “Do not colour others’ worldview with your opinion, milady,” he said. “Especially if the other person is the daughter of the Lord Chief.”

			Kautilya looked up. Yama and his cohort were staring at her.

			“I state my opinion,” Kautilya said. “I do not care if people agree.”

			“Fine,” Yama said. “If wanting freedom in your own nation is mutiny then the apes are mutineers.”

			“Freedom?” Kautilya said. “Is that the fantasy you’re using to corrupt the apes? Freedom to do what?”

			“To shape one’s own destiny,” Yama said.

			Kautilya looked at the scar on her palm, the one that Dhanush had made so long ago. “No one can shape their own destiny,” she said. “We are all slaves to fate’s will. If you think replacing a human ruler with an ape ruler will grant any of the common ape folk freedom then you are a fool. The only thing you have done is destroy the peace of the Dandaka forests.”

			“We only destroy our oppressors,” Yama said. 

			“Did those oppressors live in the ape huts I saw burning when I was out there in Dandaka?” Kautilya asked, “Are the oppressors those younglings I saw lying dead on the battlefield? Those mother apes I saw weeping over them?”

			“The humans burned those huts, they killed those younglings,” Yama said. “We fight to avenge them and to prevent this from happening again.”

			“Well, this was not happening until you came along,” Kautilya said. “The apes lived in peace. They lived in joy, content with their lot. Your swill of revolution and freedom cost them their lives. The humans may have wielded the swords but you are the ones that caused the swords to kill.”

			“Freedom is a prize worth the sacrifice of peace,” Yama said. 

			“Nothing is worth the sacrifice of peace,” Kautilya said. “You are a manipulator of nations. You will bring their demise. If the humans are oppressors, then you are a deceiver.”

			Yama breathed in deeply. 

			“Humans live in Dandaka too,” Kautilya said. “We built towns and cut roads. Our sweat has fallen on that land.”

			Yama scoffed. “You built towns on razed ape villages. You cut roads through sacred mangrove swamps. And what use do apes have for roads? 

			“We brought them civilisation,” Kautilya said. “Before we arrived Kishkinda was a bunch of ruins. Freedom is worthless. Life is the only thing worth fighting for. And fighting leads to its loss.”

			All the listeners were impressed by Kautilya’s speech. They waited for their hero’s reply. But Yama remained silent. 

			Had she got through to him?

			“I once found a paradise flycatcher chick,” he began. “He was bawling on a forest floor after his mother had been killed by a hunter. So I brought him home and tended to him. I kept him in a cage because he was small and weak and would not be able to survive in the wild. 

			“He took well to my care and he loved being in his cage. I kept him well fed and he was content. He had never seen the sky. He never thought there could be something in the world beyond the four walls of his cage. 

			“However, I felt guilty. He was a bird, and he deserved to soar in the open air. 

			“I took him out of the hut one day and opened the cage. He was anxious at first but he soon unfurled his wings and took off. If ever I had sensed joy in a creature it was then. He twirled and chirruped and flew from one tree to the next. 

			“He flew back to me once and it seemed he awaited my permission to leave. I flung him to the sky and he flew into the forests and into freedom. 

			“He would come and perch outside my hut every dawn to sing to me. Every day I sensed his voice getting stronger, his feathers more lustrous. Very soon another flycatcher joined him, his mate. After that they would come together to serenade me. 

			“Then one dawn I found only the mate sitting forlornly outside my window. She did not sing. I realised that some ill fate had befallen my former friend. I set out to look for him. After many hours I found him fallen on the forest floor, ripped to shreds by the talons and beak of a falcon.”

			“I questioned my own judgement in having let this bird go out free. He would never have known true happiness in a cage but at least he would be alive. But then I saw how long and beautiful his tail had grown and felt how strong his wings had become through flight. Would it have been wiser to keep him safe and content in the cage I had built for him? Or would it have been cruel to have never let him experience the joy of freedom?”

			The man’s words did make sense, but Kautilya shook her head and sighed. “The falcons of our world are far more insidious.”

			“That is why the strong have to fight alongside the flycatchers,” Yama said. 

			Kautilya had lost her appetite. She saw that Renuka had finished eating too.

			“Let’s go?” she asked her.

			Renuka nodded and they began to leave.

			“Princess Kautilya,” Yama said, walking up to her.

			“Kautilya,” she said. “Just Kautilya.”

			Yama nodded. “I am Yama, Commander of the Free Army.”

			“Mercenaries.” Kautilya dismissed him.

			“I remember you from the last battle at Dandaka,” Yama said. “The one in which I got caught. You were brilliant.”

			Kautilya shook her head. “I was a failure. I could not lead anyone.”

			“But the strategies were your handiwork,” Yama said. “Your soldiers were singing praises. Dhanush the king, Sameer the fast, Bali the strong and Kautilya the wise.”

			Kautilya was shocked. Did Yama have spies in the human army?

			“How come you lost the battle?” Kautilya asked. 

			“Apes are a tough lot to command,” Yama said. “And I am no strategist. We could use your help with the rebellion.”

			“I’m sorry,” Kautilya said. “I don’t fight any more.”

			And with that, she helped Renuka back to their cell. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 24

			Another Daughter

			Kautilya could not sleep that night. There was a thunderstorm outside.

			There was also a storm raging in her head. She kept reliving her father’s murder and breaking down into silent tears. The world was never going to be the same again. She had lost her family, she had lost her title and there was nothing she could do to get them back. In a way, she had lost herself. 

			While once she had been sleeping on velvet beds being pampered by servants, now she’d been reduced to sleeping on stone. While once her knowledge was prized, out here her worth would be determined by whether she could outrun her tormenters and whether she could fight. 

			She shifted onto her side and saw Renuka with her arms wrapped around her knees. She was trembling. 

			“Why are you still awake?” Kautilya said, startling the ape. 

			“I cannot sleep during storms,” Renuka said. “I’m always scared that I will be hit by lightning. And since I lost my sight I can’t even tell how far away it is.”

			Thunder rumbled and Renuka whimpered. 

			Kautilya went up to her and sat by her side. She put an arm around her and said, “You know, there’s a way to find out if a storm is coming towards you or going away from you.”

			“How do you do that?” Renuka asked. 

			“When you hear the thunder, start counting,” Kautilya said. “‘One elephant, two elephant...’ until you hear the next thunder. Then start counting again till you hear thunder. If you counted more elephants the second time then the storm is going away from you. Otherwise, the storm is coming towards you.” Kautilya knew that this was not true but she had learned that the illusion of knowledge helped alleviate fear. That was how faith worked. 

			“Oh,” Renuka said. “I’ll try that the next time I hear thunder. You’re really smart, Kautilya. I am so ignorant.”

			“Everyone is smart in their own way,” Kautilya said. “I’m sure that you’re smarter than me in many things.”

			“I have a brother back home,” Renuka said. “His name is Angad. He’s like you. He knows a great deal, and he’s very sweet.”

			“What about your mother?” Kautilya asked. “Is she really the Lord Chief?”

			“Yes,” Renuka said. “Lord Chief Indira is the most perfect example of an ape. She’s well respected and a great fighter. Angad gets his brains from her. The apes used to quiver in her presence but she used to pamper us.”

			That reminded Kautilya so much of her own father.

			“What happened?” she asked.

			“When I was a child I had to be brought to Kishkinda to treat my illness,” she said. “The humans found out who I was and took me hostage. But my mother refused to negotiate and secure my release. The illness was never treated and I lost my sight.” 

			Renuka had lost her family, too, then.

			“Did they never come looking for you?” Kautilya asked.

			“They definitely will,” Renuka said. “A mother can never part with her child. Once my mother beats the humans she will find me. I am sure of it.” 

			She reached inside her robes and pulled out a pendant, an amber one with a damselfly trapped inside. “My mother gave this to me before I left for Kishkinda. They wanted to take it from me when they put me in here but I hid it. I’ve grown up now so maybe my mother will not recognise me. But she will remember this.”

			Kautilya wrapped her arms tighter around Renuka. How could she tell her that the apes could never defeat the humans? That maybe it was her fate to die in this prison and never be united with her family?

			“I like you, Kautilya,” she said. “I feel the kindness in your soul.”

			“Thank you,” Kautilya said.

			“Do you really have no one else left?” Renuka asked. 

			“No. My father was killed by my brothers,” Kautilya said. “I had a friend, Jay. I’m not sure if he is alive. So I am alone.”

			“You’re not alone,” Renuka said. “If you want, I will be your friend.”

			“But I fought against the apes,” Kautilya said. 

			“We would have been enemies on the battlefield,” Renuka said. “Now you are my cellmate. Sometimes we don’t choose our friends, the friendship chooses us.”

			Kautilya smiled. “I would like you to be my friend.”

			Renuka bobbed in excitement. “Once we are free, you can come with me to Dandaka. You can be a part of my family. I’m sure they will like you if they get to know the real you.”

			Kautilya sighed. I don’t think they would. 

			There was thunder. She heard a murmur to her left. “One elephant, two elephant... 

			“Three elephant, four elephant,” Renuka continued, “five elephant.” And then she was interrupted by the sound of thunder that poured into the cave. “The storm is getting further away,” she said with a self-satisfied grin.

			Kautilya laughed. “Who told you that?”

			“You did,” Renuka said. She paused. 

			“Can you find us a way out of here, Kautilya?” she asked. 

			“What do you mean?” Kautilya said.

			“I really miss my mother,” Renuka said. “I know she will come for me. But sometimes the wait is too painful.”

			Kautilya hugged Renuka. “I will find a way.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 25

			Escape

			Kautilya spent the next several days surveying the central prison. She noted all the entries and exits, and the prison guards’ schedules and routines. She did not have any parchments to note things down so she had to memorise it all. However, the patronage of the Goddess of Learning meant that was easy.

			She spent the nights coming up with different scenarios and plans. However, none of them had any chance of success. 

			Renuka never mentioned escape again. Her stoicism impressed Kautilya some days and annoyed her on others. She wondered what the limit on optimism was. Should a person hold onto it in the face of insurmountable odds?

			One day, Kautilya was feeling the walls for possible loose stones when she was interrupted. 

			“Greetings,” Yama said. “You seem very busy nowadays.”

			Kautilya decided not to indulge Yama with an answer and began to walk quickly away.

			“This prison is quite a marvel of engineering, you know,” Yama said. “A tower so high, with no ledges to climb down from, walls designed to stand up to astras and only a single passageway out of here.”

			Kautilya halted. Had Yama worked out that she was looking for a way to escape? If so, why was he being so flippant about it? 

			“I remember,” Yama said. “You said that day that the humans taught the apes everything. But this prison you’re in? It wasn’t built by humans. It was built by apes.”

			What was he rambling on about?

			“They have a particular problem with the sewers,” he said. “Only apes can slide down them for maintenance.”

			The sewers. Kautilya realised that was the solution. If she and Renuka could slide down a sewer they could escape wherever it came out. 

			But why was Yama telling her? Was he trying to arm-twist her into some deal? Or did he want an in?

			“Why are you telling me all this?” Kautilya asked.

			“Aren’t you fascinated by the design?” he asked. “I thought you were surveying the prison because you took interest in architecture.”

			Was the man joking or was he serious? 

			“Be patient, Kautilya,” Yama said, “Don’t do something you will regret.”

			What did he mean? Kautilya did not care to find out. Her brain had started bursting with new escape plans. She wanted to act on them soon before the guards started to get suspicious.

			***

			 “So what do you think?” Kautilya asked. She had finished explaining the plan. It was straightforward but it relied on Renuka’s full support. 

			Renuka’s eye ridges crinkled up. Maybe she wasn’t convinced. Or maybe she didn’t want to escape any more. 

			“Yes,” Renuka said.

			“Yes?” Kautilya checked.

			“Let’s do it,” Renuka said. “I trust you, Kautilya. If anyone can escape this place then you can.”

			Kautilya faked a smile. But then she remembered Renuka could not see, so she let her smile drop and the anxiety take over. A plan was all well and good but it was the execution that was critical. If they failed, the consequences would be dire.

			They spent the next two days going over the plan. Kautilya tried to find all the possible things that could go wrong and the safeguards they could put in place to avoid them. 

			Her biggest worry was Yama. If he’d worked out they were going to escape and warned the guards about it then all their planning was worth nothing. They would just be walking into the jaws of death. 

			She expressed her worries to Renuka.

			“I don’t think so,” Renuka said. “Even if Yama has worked out that we’re planning an escape, he would never tell the guards. He hates humans.”

			“What race is he?” Kautilya asked.

			Renuka shrugged. “They say he got a boon from the God of Death himself. Now, he doesn’t belong to any race or gender. His face was replaced with wood.”

			“It’s not a mask?” Kautilya asked. 

			“No,” Renuka said, “and his skin changed complexion to the shade of night. But his greatest boon is that he’s immortal like the demigods. That’s why he’s called Yama the Undying.”

			“Can he fly?” Kautilya asked.

			“I don’t know,” Renuka said. “He might...”

			Kautilya burst out laughing. Renuka was confused.

			“I’m sorry,” Kautilya said. “But I doubt if he is all that he claims to be. Those might be just myths made by his followers, or even by him, to give his ideas credence. I think he’s just a man who wears a wooden mask and whose skin is painted black.”

			“If it’s a mask,” Renuka asked, “why do the guards let him keep it?”

			 “Go to sleep,” a guard said. He slammed the prison door shut and locked it for the night. 

			Kautilya helped Renuka onto her bedroll. “Don’t sleep,” she told her. “We will implement the plan.”

			“I won’t,” Renuka said. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep even if I tried. I’m so nervous.”

			“Don’t worry,” Kautilya said. “We’ll make it through, I promise.”

			Renuka smiled and lay down. Kautilya went back to her bedroll, envisioning the whole plan in minute detail. What could go wrong? What could possibly go wrong?

			After some time had passed, Kautilya got off her bedroll and looked out of the window. The lamps of Aryavrat had been extinguished, which meant it was almost midnight. The guards would be changing their shifts and be distracted. The other prisoners would be fast asleep. It was time for step one of their plan. 

			She shook Renuka, who startled awake. Kautilya muffled her mouth before she woke the other prisoners.

			“What is this?” Kautilya said. “You said you would not be able to sleep tonight.”

			“But then you promised it would be all right,” Renuka said, seeming coy. 

			Kautilya shook her head and led Renuka to the door. She pulled out a long strand of hair from her head and slid the hair through the bars of the prison door and into the keyhole. 

			The next step required precise timing. Flicking the hair with her finger, she chanted: “Kadgāstra”. The strand of hair immediately became a solid steel wire. Kautilya thanked the War God for his continued patronage.

			It had been a long time since Hayan had taught her how to pick locks. In fact, he had taught Dhanush, and she had just observed and picked up the basics. But hopefully her memory would serve her well. Concentrating hard, she carefully picked at the structures inside the lock. The tiny levers did not budge. Sweat poured down Kautilya’s face, though the prison was chilly. Maybe she had forgotten how lock-picking worked. Her plan would fail even before it started. 

			Click. The prison gate slowly opened. 

			She immediately lowered herself to the floor and pulled Renuka down with her. They had decided to move in a crouch. It was dark so Renuka would lead the way. 

			Without alerting any other prisoners, they slowly crawled towards the toilets. 

			Suddenly she heard metal clinking. 

			“Guards,” Renuka whispered. “Running towards us.” Had they been found out? They were already too far from their cell to get back before the guards arrived. 

			“Breathe in,” Kautilya said, “and roll into the shadows.” Kautilya and Renuka rolled into opposite corners. 

			“We’re going to be punished,” one guard said. “The warden hates people being late.”

			“It’s your fault,” the other guard said. “I told you we’d be late.”

			The guards rushed past Kautilya. Once they were gone, she rolled back into the passageway. 

			She tapped at what she thought were Renuka’s hands. But when she was hit in the face by Renuka’s tail she realised they were feet. 

			They headed for the toilets again. The stench was enough to guide them to their destination. 

			They crawled in. Kautilya took the lead and led them to the maintenance hatch. It was secured with a large lock. But this one was easy to pick. She pulled out the wire she had kept and unlocked the hatch. She opened it and immediately warm stinky air wafted into the room. Kautilya gagged but she was determined. She grabbed Renuka and shoved her down the hatch. Then she leapt down after her. 

			The smell was all-engulfing, but Kautilya did not care. She knew if they made it through then they would be free. 

			The shaft was lined with grips that were shaped in such a way that only apes, with thumbs on their feet, could use them. 

			Kautilya held on tight to Renuka, who would have to carry her down the shaft and into the sewer tunnels. 

			Renuka descended slowly down the shaft. Kautilya watched her arms tremble with the strain but she powered on with the stoic determination that she had used to survive her time in prison.

			After what seemed like ages, Renuka finally reached the last rung. With a gasp, she let go and both of them tumbled into the sewer tunnel. 

			“We did it,” Kautilya said. “Now we just need to …”

			“Samdurastra.” The sound reverberated through the tunnel. Terror gripped Kautilya as a solitary arrow hit the floor. They had been found out.

			“What is...” Renuka started, but she was cut short as the arrow exploded into a torrent of water. In an instant, the tunnel was flooded and the water began dragging them along. 

			Kautilya had enough sense to close her mouth but she saw Renuka swallowing water – the ape did not know how to swim. The power of the water was immense and soon they were ejected out of the drains and into the pit where all the filth of the prison ended up. 

			Kautilya coughed out water and gasped for air. Once she could breathe she looked around for Renuka, only to find the ape lying lifeless in the filth. Kautilya waded in knee-deep and pulled her up. She wrapped her arms around the ape’s chest and squeezed. Kautilya could not let Renuka die like this. Not after having waited for years to be reunited with her mother. 

			Suddenly Renuka shuddered and began retching. Kautilya let her go and Renuka collapsed onto her knees. She vomited out a lot of the water she had swallowed, then began wheezing. 

			“Are you all right?” Kautilya asked.

			Renuka nodded. Suddenly she seemed to recall something and began feeling around in the filth. 

			“What are you doing?” Kautilya asked. “Let’s go. We’ve been found out. Let’s run before they get to us.”

			Renuka ignored Kautilya and continued searching.

			“What are you looking for, Renuka?” Kautilya demanded. “Let’s go before the guards get here.”

			Renuka stood up and held out the amber pendant. 

			“We need to go,” Kautilya said. She snatched the pendant from Renuka. “We don’t have time.”

			“On the contrary.” 

			It was the voice most Kautilya hated most in all the world. She looked up to see Dhanush standing at the opening of the sewage pit, looking down on her. 

			“Take your time. We’re in no hurry.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 26

			An Oath To a Friend

			Kautilya sat bound to a chair. Dhanush had ordered the guards to wash the filth off her and Renuka. Then they had been brought to a room in the cellars of the prison tower. 

			The stains on the wall and the broken nails on the ground made it clear to Kautilya what they were in for. It was a torture chamber. Her father had abolished that abhorrent practice but it seemed to have been revived under the new rule. 

			Renuka was chained to the wall opposite her. Her stoic cheeriness had been replaced by equally stoic resignation. This affected Kautilya more than the fact that they had failed in their escape attempt. She had broken Renuka’s hope. 

			“I’m sorry,” Kautilya said. “I’m sorry.”

			Renuka perked up when she heard Kautilya speak. They had not uttered a word since they’d been caught. 

			“Sorry?” Renuka asked. “For what?”

			Kautilya’s eyes moistened and her voice choked up. “I failed you. I could not fulfil my promise.” 

			Renuka smiled. “Your plan was so good. We got so far. No one else could have come up with a better plan.” 

			“And yet,” Kautilya said, “my brothers beat me again.” She breathed in. “I will never beat them.”

			“No,” Renuka said, “you are better than all your brothers combined. I know...”

			She was interrupted by the prison door clanging open. Several guards walked in, then made way for Dhanush and Hayan. 

			Dhanush gestured to the guards to leave. 

			“Dear Sister,” Dhanush said, “you make my life so interesting. You are so much better an adversary than these fools I have to deal with on a daily basis. But I did foresee you doing something of this sort, which is why I had Hayan keep watch on you through the day. He doesn’t sleep, you see.”

			Dhanush stood in front of her. “And did you like the new astra? It wasn’t me. Once I became king I ordered Akrama to surrender the Astrashastra. I taught some to Varun. You know how stupid Sameer and Bali are. So there was no luck there.”

			Kautilya’s brothers had swapped the white clothes typical of the Shvetas, for black. 

			Dhanush noticed her studying his new attire. “The Raptors are Shveta no more, Sister. We are now Shyama, so we updated our attire as well.”

			Kautilya spat. Changing their attire did not change their family. They had still murdered their own father. 

			Dhanush sighed. “It pains us to see you so antagonistic towards us, Kautilya. You are a strategic genius. Why do you waste it on a meaningless vendetta?”

			“Meaningless?” Kautilya said. “Do you think the death of our father is meaningless?”

			“He was a fool,” Dhanush said. “Look what he did at the swayamvar. Do you think the priests would have listened to reason? Do you think the people would have listened to reason? He just gave the Lohithas a chance to do what they have always wanted to do: take the throne. He put all of us at risk.

			“I had no choice, Kautilya. I had to finish him then and there.”

			Kautilya was silent. It was true. Chandra would never be forgiven for meddling in a sacred ritual. But he had meant it when he said he would not let even the gods harm his daughter.

			“He did it to protect me,” Kautilya said. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have jumped into the arena.”

			Dhanush sighed. “Yes, you’re right. You shouldn’t have.”

			“But,” Kautilya said, “we were a pride. We were lions together. No one could have defeated us if we stood together. You should have stood by our father no matter what. Before your duty as a king is your duty as a son.”

			“I disagree,” Dhanush said. “Duty to one’s nation is above all else. Tell me now, Kautilya. Will you join me? Or will you continue to defy me?”

			Kautilya laughed. “Defy you? Defiance is the least of it, Dhanush. I mean to ruin you and whatever you build.”

			“Do you really?” Dhanush asked.

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “I will forever be a thorn in your side.”

			Dhanush shook his head. He turned to Hayan. “Hayan, as we discussed.”

			Hayan nodded. He pulled out a pair of steel gauntlets. At their fingertips were large curved talons. 

			“He calls it Peeda,” Dhanush said. “It means suffering, so a very apt name.”

			So that was what Dhanush meant to do. He hoped that torturing her would change her mind. But had he forgotten what she was like? No amount of pain could make Kautilya give in.

			Hayan sharpened the talons with a grinding stone. Then he walked towards her. 

			She began to breathe deeply. She would not give in.

			“I had hoped it would not come to this,” Dhanush said, “but you left me no choice, Kautilya.”

			Kautilya shut her eyes. She would not yield.

			“Open your eyes, Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “You should be able to face the consequences of standing against me.” He grabbed her face. “Open your eyes.”

			Kautilya opened her eyes defiantly. Yes, she would face him while he tried to break her. Her stare bored into his. But he was not in front of her. He was behind her. 

			In front of Kautilya was Hayan, standing next to Renuka.

			Dhanush grinned. “Excellent. Let’s begin, Hayan.”

			A loud scream reverberated around the room. But it was not Kautilya’s.

			Hayan had plunged the talons into Renuka’s chest. 

			“No,” Kautilya cried, “not her!” She tried to break her shackles. “Not her!”

			Hayan began pulling Renuka’s flesh apart. She screamed louder.

			Kautilya wailed. “Please don’t, Dhanush! Torture me, not her. She has nothing to do with it. The escape was my idea.”

			The screams continued to get louder. Kautilya could not bear to see her friend suffer.

			“She’s blind, you scum,” Kautilya said. “Let her go!”

			The flesh of Renuka’s chest tore wide enough for Kautilya to see her heart beating wildly inside. She thrashed helplessly. 

			“Let her go!” Kautilya wailed. “I’ll do anything for you.”

			Dhanush raised his hand and Hayan stopped. Renuka’s screams changed to weak whimpering.

			“I’ll do anything,” Kautilya said. “Command me as you please.” She bowed her head. Tears streamed down her cheek. “Just let her go.”

			Dhanush sighed. He hugged the weeping Kautilya from behind. “Kautilya,” he said, “I hoped you would understand me.”

			Kautilya sobbed. It did not matter if she couldn’t avenge her father. She couldn’t bear to see her only friend suffer. 

			“I hoped you would understand me,” Dhanush said, “but you still don’t.”

			Kautilya raised her head. But she had complied. She had agreed to serve him.

			“See, Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “this pity is your flaw. Moments ago you were ready to kill me no matter the cost. But then your resolve was broken at the sight of an ape in pain. What is the use of all that brilliance if you are not strong?

			“I want you to be strong, Kautilya. I don’t want you to be my slave. I want you to be my right hand. I want your brilliance as my weapon as I lead the humans to their rightful place besides the demigods.”

			“I am human,” Kautilya said. “I feel others’ pain.”

			“Do you think I don’t?” Dhanush said. “Do you think I did not feel the same pain you did when I watched my father die? It broke my heart. But the difference between you and me is that. I don’t let my compassion cloud my judgement. 

			“You have to learn to be that way, Kautilya. I made you the warrior you are today. If I need to do more to make you stronger, I will.”

			Kautilya was confused. What was he talking about? What did he intend to do?

			“Hayan,” Dhanush said, “make sure that our sister sees the limits of pain when you are done.” 

			“Dhanush, no,” Kautilya said. “Please don’t.” She tried to break free from her bonds.

			Dhanush turned away. “I’m sorry, Sister. Maybe one day you will see... I’m doing this to make you what you should be.”

			“I will do what it takes, Dhanush,” Kautilya said. “Just not like this.”

			“He is right, Kautilya,” Renuka said.

			Kautilya gasped. 

			“Be strong. Be resolute,” she said. “Because you will need it when you make this scum suffer the way he’s made us suffer.”

			Tears blurred Kautilya’s eyes. How was Renuka talking? How was she holding on when Kautilya herself could not?

			“You have to learn to be like my mother,” Renuka said. “You have to do whatever it takes even if it hurts the ones you love.”

			Dhanush laughed, then sighed. “An ape has better sense than you, Kautilya.” He turned to Hayan. “But make sure this ape does not insult me again.”

			Hayan nodded. He thrust his claws into Renuka’s mouth and with one jerk ripped out her tongue. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 27

			Meet The Squad

			Kautilya lay in the cold, hard-floored cell. They had put her in isolation after her escape attempt. She was in a different prison too.

			There were no windows, no bedrolls and no cellmates. They did not let her out for food and no one was allowed to visit her. 

			Her only company was the damselfly trapped in the blue amber pendant. She would spend hours staring at it. Sometimes she spoke to it as well. 

			A metal plate clanked in through the gap under the cell door. “Food,” a raspy voice rudely announced. Kautilya turned to see her usual fare of cold gruel and lentils. She had not eaten since Renuka’s torture. She planned to die in prison and become a martyr. 

			Then a second metal plate slid in beside the first. Kautilya wondered if it was an accident or if they wanted to tempt her to eat by giving her more food. 

			Then the key turned in the cell door – and a moment later it was flung open. 

			“Kautilya?” a gentle voice said.

			Kautilya scrambled to her feet. “Who are you?” 

			It was a demigod, of about Kautilya’s age. Her hair was white and her eyes were almost emerald green. She smiled at Kautilya, revealing her perfect line of teeth.

			“Greetings, Princess Kautilya,” the girl said. “My name is Saira. My friend and I are here to break you out of prison.” 

			“Who are you?” Kautilya asked.

			“The Free Squad,” Saira said. “We work for Yama.”

			Why did he want to break her out of prison?

			“What about the guards?” Kautilya asked.

			“We’ll take care of them,” Saira said. She pulled her cloak aside and revealed a pair of swords. “We’ll try to avoid them but we may still have to fight our way through. Nina, I found her,” she called softly.

			Kautilya turned to see a chubby yakshi – a dwarven race that dwelled in the hills beyond Bharat. 

			“All right, Saira,” Nina said. “Let’s go.”

			Kautilya tried to stand up but she could not. 

			Saira ran to her, “Hmmm … You are emaciated. How long have you been starving yourself?” The demigod placed a hand on her stomach. 

			Kautilya felt a warmth begin to spread in her body from where Saira had placed her hand. She tried to move away. 

			“Sshhh…” Saira said, “Relax, I am healing you.” 

			Kautilya felt the strength return to her body. In some time she was able to stand back up.

			“Ready to leave?” Saira asked.

			Kautilya nodded. 

			The three ran out of the cell and up a long stairway that led out of the prison. Kautilya noticed that Nina had a large shield on her back and a small sword in her hand. It was a good combination for someone who was so short. 

			Nina bade them halt. “Soldiers incoming,” she said.

			“Halt, intruders!” a guard demanded. As expected, almost a dozen guards were lining up along the stairwell. The first one chuckled when he saw Saira and Nina. “Are the two of you going to rescue the princess? How pathetic.”

			“Who you calling pathetic?” Nina said. She and Saira took a stance in front of Kautilya. 

			“I’ll take care of this,” Saira said. She pulled out two crescent daggers.

			Before the guards could attack, Saira was already among them. She slashed across the thighs of the two guards, moving faster than any human. 

			Saira possessed the speed of a demigod warrior. She ducked and dodged around the guards’ sword attacks. Her daggers weaved in and out as she incapacitated one after another, apparently making sure that she did not hit any vital spots. 

			With a final swing, she took care of the last remaining guard. 

			“That was just one of us!” Nina screamed at the fallen guards. The exit from the prison was clear. 

			Saira turned to Kautilya. “Let’s go, princess. We have to make it out of here.”

			Soon they were outside, and Kautilya breathed in the fresh air. It tasted wonderful after so long in the dank prison. 

			Saira pointed to the forests that surrounded the tower. “We just have to make it there. Friends await us,” she said.

			Kautilya asked, “Why are you doing this?” 

			Saira smiled. “I don’t know. I just do as I’m told.”

			Suddenly her eyes widened and she pushed Kautilya down before grabbing an arrow out of the air. 

			Nina leapt in front of them, the giant shield in her hands. Several arrows hit the shield, leaving Kautilya untouched. 

			“Are you all right?” Saira demanded.

			Prison guards began to surround them. The two warriors had their swords drawn. 

			Suddenly two of the guards screamed and collapsed. A new being had now come in between the women and the guards. 

			He turned his head towards them. His eyes lingered on Kautilya a while. 

			At first, he had seemed like a human of Kautilya’s age. His hair was blond like the demigods’ – but he had the red eyes and pointed ears of a rakshasa, an island-dwelling race of blood-thirsty demons. He was lean but muscular. 

			“Demon!” a guard screamed. 

			The being turned to the guards. “A demon? Yes, I am a creature who craves the blood of humans. It seems you have a quarrel with my cohort. Well, if you pick a fight with them then you pick a fight with me.” 

			He spread out his arms and curled his fingers into the shape of a claw. Kautilya recognised it as a mudra. Only asura were known to use them in combat. What was this creature?

			“Picking a fight with me,” the being said, “is a quick path to the next birth.”

			“Close your eyes,” Saira said. “Ādi can be very brutal.”

			Kautilya did not close her eyes. She focused on the mad brutality that unfolded in front of her. If Saira had unleashed a dance of swords on the guards then Ādi released a storm of fury. Blood sprayed across the fields, and chilling screams as human flesh was torn asunder and bones cracked. Unlike Saira, Ādi did not hesitate in killing the guards. 

			By the end, it was hard to believe that the corpses on the ground had once been living human beings. 

			Ādi smiled mischievously.

			Saira shook her head. “You are a savage, Ādi.”

			“Only for you,” Ādi said. He leapt and embraced Saira. As he hugged her, he studied Kautilya. 

			“All right, lovebirds,” Nina said, “you can do your twisted romantic antics later. Yama must be waiting.”

			“I have been,” a voice said from the shadows. 

			Kautilya turned to see Yama standing there. 

			“Welcome, Kautilya,” he said. “Welcome to the rebellion.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 28

			Journey To The Citadel

			After their escape, the group hid in an ox cart. It carried them through the forest and beyond the borders of Bharat. 

			Once dawn broke the caravan reached the edge of the Dandaka Forest. The squad got off, Yama paid the cart driver and they entered the forest.

			Kautilya observed the scenery around them as the party walked along in silence. She had never been this deep into the Dandaka forests. The landscape was a riotous collection of strange trees and shrubbery. Vines with multihued flowers and mushrooms of all sorts of shapes grew on the trees. No part of the forest was silent. Bird chirps, mosquito buzzing, frog croaks and unholy hissing noises came together in an intense forest cacophony.

			Kautilya walked up to Yama. “Was this escape always planned?”

			Yama shook his head. “They came for me unbidden. But if you had waited…”

			She began to choke up. Her attempted escape with Renuka … It had been for nothing. 

			Suddenly Ādi halted. “Uh oh.”

			“What happened?” Yama asked.

			“We have company,” Ādi said. Immediately the whole squad pulled out their weapons. 

			Kautilya saw a flash of red fur and suddenly a tiny animal was on Ādi. It had the head and body of a tiger cub, red fur with black stripes and a tiny white mane that extended along its neck and back. 

			The cub rubbed its head all over Ādi, much to the former’s delight and the latter’s annoyance. 

			“Get off me, you idiot,” Ādi said. He pulled the cub off and put him back on the ground. The cub ran to Saira who was waiting with her hands open. 

			“He’s a barong,” Saira explained to Kautilya. “He’s still a cub. Ādi couldn’t come up with a name for him so we call him Barong.”

			Kautilya nodded. She’d read about barongs. They were rare creatures found in Trikuta. They could grow to the size of a horse and were known to be very dangerous. But in Saira’s arms the cub was as friendly as a puppy. 

			“Go ahead,” Saira said, “you can pat him.”

			Kautilya politely declined. If what she had heard about barongs was true she didn’t want to risk it.

			“Yama.” Kautilya heard a voice deep like a lion’s roar. 

			She gasped as she saw an asura with the head of a snow lion walk out of the clearings. The asura had the power of resurrection, but their body parts could not grow back so many asura would replace body parts with those of another creature when they lost their original ones. It was common for asura to choose the heads of fierce beasts to intimidate their enemies. Yet a snow-lion head was especially fearsome.

			“This is Druma,” Yama said. “He’s a friend of ours, an asura who’s been kicked out of the Asura Republic. They probably hate the fact that he’s missing a funny bone. Couldn’t you have got one from the snow lion whose head you borrowed?”

			“I did,” Druma said. “It just doesn’t work with your jokes.”

			Yama winced. “Druma, this is Princess Kautilya. She doesn’t like to be called a princess though.”

			“I see your mission went well,” Druma said. He was suddenly enveloped in a hug by Ādi. 

			“How are you, Druma?” Ādi said.

			“I was doing quite well without you,” Druma said.

			“Of course you weren’t,” Ādi said. “You were probably up at night crying and waiting for me to be back.”

			“Don’t accuse me of things you do,” Druma said. “Wetting your bed when I’m not around.”

			Ādi’s face went red with rage while everyone else had a good laugh.

			Kautilya smiled, but the warm feeling faded when she remembered Jay.

			Their destination was the citadel of Rishyamukh, which had been built by the forces of an ancient ape king, during his rebellion against his elder brother. Its location was unknown to those outside the ape circle. 

			Now it was base camp for the rebel apes. The sheer slopes of the peaks meant that only apes could climb up to it. It was impossible for the humans to attack the base. 

			“Do you want to rest for a while?” Yama said to Kautilya.

			Yes, we do have a long way to go, Kautilya thought. “You should get horses,” she said aloud.

			“It offends the apes’ sensibilities,” Yama said. “They find it disrespectful to ride another beast.”

			“But we could ride,” Kautilya said. 

			“We will not have a lot of ape support if we start disregarding their beliefs,” Yama said. 

			“Oh,” Kautilya said. “I thought that they needed your support. I didn’t think it was the other way around.” 

			Yama laughed. Once he got back his composure he said, “That is a fair point, you know. But sometimes helping someone isn’t a favour. Sometimes it’s a duty.” 

			“It’s a long journey,” Kautilya said. 

			Yama looked at Druma. “I had heard that the princess was a meek, silent type. She seems emboldened today.”

			“Once you face death, what is there to fear?” Druma asked. 

			Yama nodded. “Everyone is making good points today. I am surrounded by sages. In any case, let’s rest.”

			Druma scouted out a meadow. Soon the whole squad was lying on the grass. 

			Kautilya took out the amber pendant and turned it around in her hands. She felt like the damselfly inside, trapped in circumstances beyond her choosing. For so long she had wanted to get back at Dhanush, but now she wondered if the vengeance was worth it. What if it caused others pain? But then again, who else did she have to lose?

			“I’m getting bored,” Ādi said, and leapt to his feet. “Let’s play a game.”

			“I’m already playing a game,” Nina said. “It’s called ‘Who can snore the loudest?’” She snored loudly, said, “I win,” and she dozed off.

			“Saira?” Ādi asked.

			Saira shrugged and got up. He handed her a dagger. 

			“Let’s see who can hit that tree over there,” Ādi said. 

			Saira nodded. She flung the dagger and it narrowly missed the tree.

			“Three chances,” Ādi said, handing her another dagger.

			Saira flung two more daggers and missed the tree both times.

			Ādi smiled. “Now look at me,” he said, and threw the dagger straight into the trunk of the tree. “Perfect,” he said with satisfaction. 

			Saira turned to Kautilya. “Do you want to try?”

			Ādi laughed. Kautilya glared at him, and he shrugged. 

			“You’re such an idiot, Ādi,” Saira said to him.

			“What? She’s a princess,” Ādi said. “She’s not used to wielding weapons.”

			Just wait and watch, Kautilya thought. She stood up and snatched two daggers from Ādi. Staring straight into his eyes, she flung the daggers one after the other. Then without a word she sat back down. 

			She did not need to look to know the daggers had hit their mark. 

			Saira laughed. “Looks like you have a rival in knife-flinging, Ādi.”

			Ādi’s mouth was still agape from the shock. 

			Kautilya stifled a smile. That had been fun.

			***

			The next seven days were a much-needed opportunity for Kautilya to relax. The death of Chandra, and Renuka’s torture, were fresh in her mind. But she tried her best to divert her thoughts by observing the squad. She was fascinated by the mixture of races. Yama was obviously the leader, but he tended to spoil the children. He also spent most of his time goofing around. He was the wisest, but seldom took anything seriously. 

			Druma was the stern one. Though he never raised his voice or made threats, everybody obeyed him.

			She wondered how Nina and Saira got along. 

			The yaksha had ruled the island of Lanka. That was until the rakshasas defeated them and they had to escape to the hills on the other side of Bharat. This new kingdom called Yaksharajya was soon conquered by demigods and yaksha became slaves.

			Demigods were supposed to be arrogant and yaksha were supposed to be servile. Saira and Nina did not fit this image. Saira was a kind, gentle soul. She loved the animals that surrounded her and she was the one of the squad who was friendliest to Kautilya. She was obviously smitten by Ādi, and Kautilya realised she was the one who kept his brutality in check. Nina was the loudmouth. She didn’t answer to anyone ... except Druma. Her feistiness was entertaining. She was also supposed to be the leader of the squad, and Kautilya saw why. She could make anyone do anything. 

			But it was Ādi who fascinated Kautilya the most, although she couldn’t understand why. Maybe it was her fixation on demigods. Or maybe it was the fact that he didn’t fit any race. He wasn’t like Yama, who didn’t exhibit any racial traits at all; instead, Ādi exhibited the distinguishing traits of several races. 

			He had the red eyes and pointed ears of a rakshasa. He also had their powerful sense of smell and hearing. But then again he had the blonde hair and tan skin of a demigod. He was also much faster than Saira. How had a being like him come to be? She wanted to know his story. But he stayed aloof, which made her even more curious.

			After seven days the band had crossed the forests, scaled the mountains and reached the cavern entrance to Rishyamukh.

			A large boulder covered the entrance and the moss around it gave the impression that the rock had not been moved in years. 

			Ādi sniffed the air to make sure that no enemy was around. Then he nodded to Yama. 

			Yama shouted, “I come to see the rightful ruler of the apes.” 

			A voice boomed through the rocks. “Who are you?”

			“I don’t know if you’ve heard of me. My name is Yama. Some people call me Yama the Undying. It has nothing to do with dyeing clothes though.” He turned around as if searching for approval. Druma slapped his forehead. 

			“Hey,” Yama said, “it was a fairly clever quip.”

			There was silence for some time and then the rock began to roll aside, revealing the cave. At the entrance were apes wearing armour and holding maces. This was something that Kautilya had never seen before. According to human law, only humans who belonged to the warrior caste could hold weapons.

			“Welcome, warlord,” the leader of the apes said to Yama. 

			“Good to see you again, Angad,” Yama said. 

			Angad! Kautilya remembered. This was Renuka’s brother. He did have the same bluish fur has his sister. 

			Angad nodded to Druma who nodded back. He scanned the squad that was waiting behind Druma and Yama. Finally he laid eyes on Kautilya. “You brought a human to our doorstep!”

			The guards who stood beside Angad began to growl and bare their fangs. 

			“A friend,” Yama said.

			“A human is your friend?” Angad asked. 

			“A girl, actually,” Yama said, “and she is my friend.” 

			Angad stared at Kautilya. Kautilya felt sweat forming on her temples. Images of the night Renuka and her had attempted escape flashed past her. Should she tell them about it?

			“We will need the Lord Chief’s permission to bring her in,” Angad said. 

			“That is exactly who I propose we take her to,” Yama said. “We are so alike, you and I.”

			“You do realise that if my mother refuses to grant permission, your friend here will be executed?” Angad said. “We cannot have the humans know our location.” 

			“Oh,” Yama said. “That’s a bit of a complication.” He turned to Kautilya. “Are you really attached to your life? There might be a risk of losing it inside.”

			“I will go in,” Kautilya said.

			“There you are,” Yama said to Angad. 

			Angad turned to one of the guards. “Mira, guard the entrance with your apes. I will escort them personally.” 

			The guard nodded. Angad gestured to the squad to walk after him. 

			Kautilya followed him into a long tunnel. As they neared the exit, she began to hear the murmur that precedes the loud noise of a thriving community. Sure enough, as they made their way out of the tunnel and into the citadel Kautilya saw thousands of apes.

			The whole citadel was covered in mist. There were several hundred stone buildings dotting the peak and in the middle was a giant tower which Kautilya inferred was the court or the temple. On top of the tower was a statue of the Ape God. 

			The citadel was full of apes. Some were practising battle moves, others grooming each other. Kautilya was fascinated. She had never seen apes so full of life before. 

			They soon reached the main tower. Several giant apes guarded the entrance but they parted and then raised their hands in greeting as they saw Angad approach. He returned the greeting. The squad silently followed him, avoiding the gaze of the seven-foot-tall apes.

			Kautilya had never seen apes so big in Bharat or even in Kishkinda. Where had they been hidden?

			Angad led them into the main chamber of the tower, where several apes were seated in concentric semicircles. All discussion immediately came to a stop as the squad entered. Kautilya felt the cold stare of the apes bore into her. She wondered if anyone would recognise her from her previous foray into their country. 

			Angad halted when he neared the centre of the semicircle. He raised his fist in salute. Yama and Druma took positions on either side of Angad, blocking Kautilya’s view.

			“Lord Chief,” Angad said, “the warlord and his squad have arrived.”

			“So I see,” a husky feminine voice said. “Welcome, Yama.”

			“They have a human with them,” Angad added. He stepped aside to reveal Kautilya.

			A female ape, lean and groomed, sat on a serpentinite throne. She was a spitting image of Renuka, with the exception of her eyes which still possessed black irises.

			“What have we here?” the Lord Chief asked. “A hostage, I presume?”

			“An ally,” Yama said.

			The Lord Chief’s eye ridge shot up quickly and then came down just as fast. Someone in control of her emotions. 

			“Since when did the humans become our allies, warlord?” the Lord Chief asked. She scanned Kautilya from head to toe. “Especially those from among the nobles.”

			“We share a common enemy,” Yama said.

			“The enemy of an enemy is a friend?” the Lord Chief asked. 

			“Precisely, my lord,” Yama said.

			“My experience says that maxim rarely holds true,” the Lord Chief said. “I hope you have better reasons than that to bring this creature here. Her presence will greatly aggravate my tribes.”

			“Yes, my lord, but this girl is special,” Yama said. “She was in the tutelage of a friend of mine, Guru Akrama. She is also the daughter of the late King Chandra.”

			Suddenly the hall was filled with murmurs. Many apes bared their fangs at Kautilya. 

			“You are not making your case stronger, Yama,” the Lord Chief said. “My apes would happily see the daughter of that tyrant dead.”

			Tyrant? Kautilya fumed inside. He’d had to fight so that the apes could own their hills, and they dared to call him a tyrant. She calmed herself. This was no place for an outburst.

			“Her strategic insights might save the rebellion,” Yama said.

			The Lord Chief began to laugh. The whole cave was silent when she finished. “A girl will save the rebellion.”

			“This is a smart girl, my lord,” Yama said.

			“She’d better be. She doesn’t look like a fighter,” the Lord Chief said. 

			“You have to trust me, my lord,” Yama said.

			The Lord Chief narrowed her eyes. “What is your interest in bringing this girl here?” she asked.

			“She has learned human strategy and tactics from the best, my lord,” Yama said. “Her insights could help us take on the human forces.”

			“You have already said that,” the Lord Chief said.

			“You have to trust me, my lord,” Yama said. 

			“You are frustrating me now, Yama.” the Lord Chief said. “It would be a great motivator for my tribes to see a human executed. It could be a salve on the wounds we are accumulating in the campaign. Or we could give her back to her brothers in exchange for a few of our own.”

			All the apes murmured in agreement. 

			“Think ahead, my lord,” Yama said. “The strategic advantage we gain through her is massive.”

			The Lord Chief closed her eyes and clenched her fists. Kautilya felt a chill descend on the assembly. They did not want to see the Lord Chief lose her temper. She opened her eyes, and her rage was apparent. 

			She began to speak. “Yama, there will be many apes out for human blood and I cannot spare guards. If you believe you can mine her for intelligence then you should have done that before you brought her here.”

			She gestured and immediately some apes stepped towards her.

			“Lord Chief, please,” Yama said.

			“No, Yama,” the Lord Chief said. “No human is a friend of the apes.”

			Nina and Saira reflexively took a stance to protect her.

			“Get away, you monkeys,” Nina said.

			The apes grew angrier. 

			“Wait,” Kautilya said. She held out the amber pendant. 

			Even from a distance, the Lord Chief recognised it. She leapt to her feet. “Halt!”

			The apes stopped. 

			“Where did you get that?” the Lord Chief demanded.

			“It was a gift,” Kautilya said. “If you’ll let me talk to you, I’ll explain.”

			The Lord Chief snapped her fingers. “Everyone leave. Angad, Yama and the human stay.”

			All the apes bowed their heads and raised their fists. They turned and left the hall. The squad made their way out of the hall too. 

			“What a miserable monkey,” Nina said as she left. “Are we the ones helping her or is it the other way round?”

			“They’re sensitive about humans,” Saira said.

			Kautilya knew why. 

			The Lord Chief walked to Kautilya and put out her palm. 

			Kautilya handed her the pendant. She observed it. 

			“Tell me how you got this,” she demanded.

			“I am a friend of Renuka’s,” Kautilya said. “I met her in prison. We were cellmates.”

			 “How do I know you did not steal it?” she asked.

			“I know that she can’t sleep when there is a storm,” Kautilya said, “she told me how you pampered Angad and her though you were tough on everyone else.”

			 “Renuka!” Her long lost daughter’s memory immediately broke the Lord Chief’s hardened veneer. “How is she?”

			“Not good,” Kautilya said. “She has lost her sight and the humans have not treated her well. But she never lets it show. Her love for Angad and you keeps her strong.”

			Tears filled in the Lord Chief’s eyes. 

			“Why does she still have it?” the Lord Chief asked. “Doesn’t she hate me after what I did to her?”

			“No,” Kautilya said. “She understands you did what you had to do. She knows you will come back to save her.”

			The Lord Chief choked back a sob. She wiped the tears from her eyes. “What is your name?”

			“Kautilya.”

			“Angad,” the Lord Chief said, “escort her and her friends to a place to stay. Not a hair on her head should be hurt. Yama, you and Druma can continue to stay in your old quarters.”

			Yama bowed his head and nodded.

			The Lord Chief handed the pendant back to Kautilya. “Thank you for keeping this with you, Kautilya. Renuka is right. I will save her, even if it is the last thing I do.”

			As they left, Yama walked up to Kautilya. “Why did you not tell the truth about Renuka?”

			Kautilya did not reply.

			“The truth comes out eventually,” Yama said.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 29

			A Rocky Start

			Angad led the squad to their living quarters. Yama and Druma were to stay in the main hall near the Lord Chief. 

			After dropping the two of them off, Angad led the rest of the squad to a block of rooms in the residential area of the citadel. 

			“Does Renuka remember me?” Angad asked Kautilya.

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “She used to say you are very smart.”

			Angad nodded. “I’ve missed her a lot. Her plight haunts me day and night. But I will rescue her.”

			Kautilya tried to smile. But the lie weighed her down. 

			Some apes stared as they passed. Kautilya tried to hide behind the rest of the squad to avoid detection. 

			“Hey.” A giant golden-haired ape stood in their way. She was accompanied by a group of other apes.

			“What is it, Vani?” Angad asked.

			“Who are these?” Vani asked.

			Angad turned to the squad. “Let me introduce you to the Free Army.” Then she turned to the ape. “They are here as our guests and we need to take great care of them.”

			Vani continued to stare at Kautilya. Kautilya smiled weakly as she saw the hate building in the ape’s eyes. 

			“Why are we protecting a human?” Vani asked. 

			“Because we are the Free Army,” Ādi intervened. “I can explain that better with my fists.”

			“The world would be a better place without the humans,” Vani said. She hissed at Kautilya. 

			“Please don’t make a scene, Vani,” Angad said. “It’s my mother’s instructions. You don’t want me to tell her that you’re disobeying her.”

			Vani chuckled. “Well, your mother won’t be in charge for long,” she said. The other golden-haired apes nodded in agreement, and she walked up to Angad. She was easily a head taller than him and much bigger. “You get by on your mother’s protection, Angad. It won’t last long.”

			Angad looked down. “Please let us pass, Vani.”

			Vani backed off. “Go on, pretty. I’ll find you later,” she snarled. “I’d love to have some blue-haired bastards.” The other golden apes guffawed. 

			Angad ignored them and gestured to the squad to follow. As they left, Ādi snarled at an ape, scaring him out of his wits. 

			“Don’t worry, they won’t touch you,” Angad whispered to Kautilya. “They will never disobey the Lord Chief.” 

			“I’m sorry I’m this much trouble, chief,” Kautilya said.

			“Call me Angad. And yes, you are trouble.”

			“If it were me,” Ādi said, “I would never let her talk to me like that.”

			“She’s popular,” Angad said. “It’s better to have her on my side.”

			“It’s better to have enemies than to grovel,” Ādi said.

			“Ādi...” Saira reprimanded him.

			“It’s all right,” Angad said. “I know where he’s coming from.”

			They walked down one of the bigger paths along the sides of the hill and came to a halt near a stone hut. “We’re here,” Angad said. “These are your quarters.”

			The squad thanked him and walked in to find that the whole hut was one big room. There were five cloth mats on the stone floor. 

			“A roof over our heads!” Ādi exclaimed. “Sweet.” Then he looked at Kautilya. “But it may not be as fancy as you’re used to, princess.” He collapsed on the mat and stretched out his legs.

			Kautilya was too tired to respond, and laid down on a mat as far away from Ādi as possible.

			“So, princess,” Ādi asked, “what’s it like in the palace? Do you have hundreds of slaves at your beck and call?” 

			“Stop calling me that,” Kautilya said.

			“Calling you what?” Ādi asked.

			“Stop calling me princess,” Kautilya said.

			“But that’s what you are,” Ādi said.

			“Not any more,” Kautilya said.

			“Once a princess, always a princess,” Ādi said.

			Kautilya snarled and sat up. “My father was killed and I was thrown into prison. My brothers have usurped the throne and I’ve been kicked out of my family. If you think I’ve spent all my life on silk sheets then you’re wrong. I spent years sleeping in a hut just like this where I had to take care of my own needs. I had to forage for food, I had to bathe in rivers and I had to fight boys twice my size every day. So, don’t start thinking you know what it’s like to be in my shoes.”

			Ādi narrowed his eyes. “Whatever, princess.”

			“Ādi,” Saira said, “stop it. She doesn’t like it.”

			Ādi stood up. “Well, I’m sorry. I’ve been called a monster and a freak all my life. I did not know being called ‘princess’ was such an insult. My apologies.” He stormed out of the hut. 

			“Where is he going?” Kautilya asked.

			“Probably to beat something up,” Nina said. “He breaks stuff whenever he’s angry. I saw him punch a boulder in two once.”

			Saira sighed. She placed a hand on Kautilya’s arm. “It’s all right. Go to sleep.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 30

			New Mission

			Kautilya did not sleep well that night. Finally, she shifted onto her side and saw Saira breathing calmly. She looked serene when she slept.

			“Are you still awake?” Saira suddenly said, startling Kautilya. 

			“How did you know?” Kautilya asked. 

			“I know when someone is staring at me,” Saira said, her eyes still closed.

			Kautilya laughed. “Then you probably never sleep at all.”

			“Why is that?” Saira asked, opening her eyes.

			“You’re so pretty,” Kautilya said. “Boys must be staring at you all the time.” 

			“Oh,” Saira said. “I filter out those stares.”

			“How do you do that?” Kautilya asked. 

			“I know things,” Saira said. 

			Kautilya turned to her. “Is that another one of your powers?” 

			“No,” Saira said, “I am fast, I can fly and I can heal.”

			“How do you have healing powers?” Kautilya asked.

			“I am not sure,” she said, “I have always had them. I discovered it by accident.”

			“Is there no limit to it?” Kautilya asked.

			“I cannot cure diseases,” Saira said, “And I can’t do anything for someone whose spirit has already left the mortal realm. And I can only heal fresh wounds. But there is enough of them with Ādi around.”

			“What a surprise…” Kautilya mumbled.

			Saira sighed. “I’m sorry for what happened today. Ādi can be cruel sometimes.”

			Kautilya shook her head. She lay on her back again. “It’s not Ādi who’s been cruel to me. The gods are the really cruel ones.”

			“Yeah, they are,” Saira said. “I lost my family too. I don’t remember anything from before Ādi found me. His is the first face I remember seeing.”

			“What happened?” Kautilya asked. 

			“I was found unconscious in a ditch in the Kailasa hills. Nina and I were rescued by Yama from the great massacre.”

			Kautilya remembered the yakshi genocide that had 
happened just a few years after she was born. Was that what Saira meant? 

			“Yama said that someone had erased my memory,” Saira continued. “And no one ever came looking for me so I never got to learn about my past.” 

			“You are a demigod, you know,” Kautilya said. 

			“Yeah, I know. There aren’t a lot of demigods on Jambudvipa,” Saira said. “I’ve never seen any others.”

			“There are a few,” Kautilya said, “The rulers of Yaksharajya.”

			“I like you, Kautilya,” Saira said.

			“Thanks,” Kautilya said. “What about the others? Do you think they like me?”

			“Nina doesn’t. She’s lost too many friends in battle with humans,” Saira said. “Barong is an animal, so just feed him.”

			“Ādi hates me a lot,” Kautilya said. “He doesn’t like the fact that I’m from a royal family.”

			“He doesn’t hate you,” Saira said. “He wants you to think he hates you.”

			“Why does he want that?” Kautilya asked. 

			“I don’t know why. He never does it with us, though. Never does it with Druma either.”

			“Druma the asura?” Kautilya asked. 

			“Yeah. Ādi told me that he loves Druma more than anyone in the world. Druma was the one who raised him. He lost his parents long ago.”

			“How was that?” Kautilya asked. 

			“I can’t tell you,” Saira said. “Ādi will be angry if I tell anyone.”

			Kautilya smiled. They were all just children who’d lost people they loved.

			“All right,” Kautilya said. “I think I’d better go to sleep. It was nice talking to you, Saira. It’s good to know I have at least one friend.”

			“It was nice talking to you too,” Saira said. “I think you should try making more friends. All the squad members are good.”

			Kautilya decided to try. 

			***

			“All right,” Yama said to the assembled squad. “Very important mission for us today. There have been rumours of more human troops coming into the hills. Not a good thing for the rebellion. We need a few squads to do reconnaissance. That means one of you has to go out and find out more about this troop movement.”

			The squad agreed. 

			Kautilya realised that Dhanush had sent extra troops to suppress the rebellion. If she got a chance to look at them then she could work out the tactics to be used against them. 

			Plus it was also a chance for her to be with the squad and prove her worth. 

			“I volunteer, Yama,” Kautilya said. 

			“What?” Nina said.

			“I want to go.” 

			“You?” Yama said. “It’s dangerous enough even if you’re far away from the humans. You propose walking into their jaws.”

			“I am a human,” Kautilya said. “I could probably get up close without them trying to attack me.”

			“She has a point.” Nina’s voice broke in. 

			Yama stared at Kautilya for some time. “Ādi,” Yama said, “it’s your duty to make sure that Kautilya is safe. Go on now.”

			While Saira and Ādi packed provisions, Nina briefed Kautilya on how a reconnaissance mission would work. 

			It was going to be a day-long expedition. There were only a few paths in the hills that the humans could use to bring in their horses and oxen. Squads had been sent out to scout. 

			Ādi and Kautilya had to scout the third road from the east. This was the one most likely to be taken by heavily armoured troops.

			The usual method of scouting was to maintain a distance. Hiding in trees was a good method for gauging the number of troops, what kind of weapons the enemy had and whether there was any renowned commander or warrior among them. 

			Nina turned to Ādi. “You’d better make sure she doesn’t break her neck or gets an arrow in the chest.” Then she turned to Kautilya. “I hope things go well. I really don’t want to see you again. But for Ādi’s sake, I hope I do.”

			Kautilya nodded. 

			Soon they were out in the forest. Ādi led the way as his sharp sense of smell could detect enemies in hiding or at a distance. 

			“Let me carry some of your bags,” Kautilya said. She wasn’t carrying anything because Ādi had packed and pulled everything on his shoulders. Along with provisions he was also carrying maps, telescopes and compasses. 

			“Relax,” Ādi said. “It’s not a lot of weight.”

			“Give me a bag,” Kautilya said. 

			Ādi hesitated and then passed a bag filled with provisions to her. 

			Soon Kautilya realised that her days in prison had weakened her. Ādi had to slow down to accommodate her. 

			“Give that back,” Ādi said.

			“I’m fine,” Kautilya said.

			“No, you’re not fine. You’re slowing us down,” Ādi snapped. 

			Kautilya took the bag off her back and handed it to Ādi. 

			“Now keep up the pace,” Ādi said and they started again.

			Ādi suddenly came to a halt. He sniffed the air and raised his fist, a sign to keep silent and stay alert. 

			Sweat beads began to form on Kautilya’s forehead. Was it finally time for her first confrontation with humans since the escape? She wasn’t prepared. 

			“What is it, Ādi?” Kautilya whispered. 

			Ādi stared into the distance for some time. Finally he shivered, then relaxed again. 

			“What was it, Ādi?” Kautilya asked. “Is there an enemy there? There’s a river over there.” She had memorised the maps of Dandaka.

			Ādi scowled at Kautilya. “Are you sure?” He took out a map from his satchel and unfurled it on the ground. 

			Kautilya wanted to help. She walked behind Ādi, reached over his head to point to a location on the map and said, “We are at that point.”

			“You’d better take your finger off the map,” Ādi said.

			“I’m sorry,” Kautilya said and stepped away. 

			Ādi examined the map for some time. Then he stood up. “Let’s go to the river. We need to refill our water bags.”

			Ādi led the way to the river bank. The water wasn’t very deep and you could see the pebbles on the riverbed. Towards one side of it was a waterfall that dropped several metres down. 

			“We’ll stay here for the next few minutes,” Ādi said. “Let me fill the water bags quickly and we’ll be off.”

			“Let me,” Kautilya said and reached out for the bags.

			“Easy, princ—” Ādi said. “Erm ... It’s all right. If you lose your footing and go down that waterfall we won’t even find the pieces.”

			“Give me the water bag,” Kautilya said.

			Ādi stared at her for some time and handed the bag to her. 

			Kautilya scampered off to the bank and squatted down to fill the bag. But the river at that point was too shallow and sand went into the bag along with the water. She decided wade deeper into the river. 

			It also meant that she was further away from the patronising Ādi. Her fascination with him had quickly been replaced by annoyance. He was arrogant and brash. And whenever he called her princess, she wished she could punch him in the face.

			“Princess,” Ādi said, “don’t go in too deep.”

			Kautilya raised her hand. “It’s fine. The water is cleaner here.” She turned to scoop water from the stream ... and saw a skeletal corpse lying under the water. Its furious eyes were staring right at her. 

			Kautilya screamed and fell backwards into the river. The flow pushed her towards the cliff. 

			She couldn’t stand up straight. Her face was under the water and the rolling pebbles did not allow her to get a foothold. She heard a splash and she was lifted out of the water. 

			“Are you all right?” she heard Ādi say. 

			Kautilya cleared her nose of water. Then she pointed to the stream. “There was a dead man in the river.”

			Suddenly the water parted and the submerged corpse rose to the surface and sat there cross-legged. It had long hair and a longer beard. Moss and algae had begun growing on its skin and hair.

			“Who dares disturb me?” the corpse boomed. “Was it you?” Its fiery eyes bored into Kautilya’s. 

			“I did not mean to,” Kautilya tried reasoning. 

			“Silence!” the corpse roared. “I have been at this penance for years and you come and disturb it. You foolish girl, I will punish you and your lover.” The corpse raised his arm. 

			“But...” Kautilya began but was cut short when the water started swirling around her and Ādi. The corpse had created a whirlpool. 

			Kautilya felt the water pull her in, and struggled against it. This could not be the way she died. But the whirlpool was stronger than her. It pulled her further and further in. 

			I cannot die. I need to avenge my father.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 31

			Ghosts

			Kautilya awoke from her stupor coughing out water. Through her blurry vision she could make out Ādi’s shape.

			“Are you all right?” he asked. 

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “What happened?”

			“I pulled you out of the whirlpool,” Ādi said. 

			“So we’re fine now,” Kautilya said. 

			“No, we’re not,” Ādi said. “We’re stuck on the wrong side of the river.”

			Kautilya took stock of her surroundings. 

			“All our provisions are on the other side,” Ādi said. “Our maps, our weapons. That crazy skeleton has put some curse on the water. It begins swirling as soon as we touch it. So you did a great job trying to fill the bag.”

			Kautilya felt guilt creeping in. 

			“I’m sorry,” Kautilya said. “I’m pretty sure someone will come out here to help us.”

			“And how will they know we’re here?” Ādi asked. “We need to find a way back and we need to find it quickly.” He looked up at the skies where dark clouds had begun to gather. “Let’s find a place to shelter before it rains.” 

			Ādi sniffed the air and bounded into the bushes. 

			After a while he returned, having found a cave. In the time he’d been gone, clouds had blotted out the sun and it had got dark. Tiny droplets of rain had started falling. By the time they got to the cave, the thunderstorm had reached its full fury. The forest was gloomy, illuminated only briefly by sudden lightning. 

			Kautilya surveyed the cave. It wasn’t too deep and she checked that there were no signs of previous occupancy. 

			“What are you looking for?” Ādi asked as he sat down. 

			“Any signs this cave belongs to an animal,” Kautilya said. “You never know when bears or snakes may return to their homes.” 

			“You see this,” Ādi pointed to his nose. “Do you think it’s for show?”

			“I guess not,” Kautilya said.

			“Stop thinking,” Ādi said. “Leave it to people who are good at it.”

			Kautilya almost lost her temper at that comment, but she calmed herself down. 

			Ādi began to pile together the dry wood and twigs he’d picked up on the way. 

			“Let me,” Kautilya said and tried to help. 

			Ādi stood up straight and stared straight at Kautilya. “Are you trying to impress me?”

			Kautilya was shocked. “No.”

			“Then why do you keep doing this?” Ādi asked. “You have to meddle in everything I do.”

			“I was just trying to help,” Kautilya said. 

			“Well, you’re not,” Ādi said. “You carried the bags and you slowed us down, you filled the water bag and you got us trapped. Now you’ll light the fire and burn us to death. I don’t need you to carry the bags, read the maps, fill the water or light the fire. If you really want to help, do something I can’t manage on my own. All right?” 

			Kautilya backed off and sat down. Her attempts to help had backfired all morning. She was useless, she always had been. Ādi was right, she was a spoilt princess.

			Lightning flashed in the sky and the forest was lit up blue again. Kautilya watched the rain get heavier and trees sway under the onslaught of nature. 

			“He was a ghost,” Kautilya said. “The spirit of someone who died but no one did his funeral rites. So he’s still stuck in the land of the living. I think he was doing penance to get himself into the world of the dead so he can be born again.”

			Ādi scoffed. “Thanks for the info. What good does that do us?”

			“You have to understand your enemy before you can defeat him,” Kautilya said.

			“You know what your problem is?” Ādi said. “You think too much. You just need to be stronger than an enemy if you want to defeat him.” 

			“That’s such a simple view,” Kautilya said.

			“Tomorrow,” Ādi said, “I’ll find that ghost and deal with him. Just wait and watch.”

			Kautilya turned onto her side and began to think. How would she beat this ghost?

			Ādi chuckled. 

			Kautilya did not respond. 

			“Hey, princess,” Ādi said.

			“What?” Kautilya asked.

			“That ghost called me your lover,” Ādi said. He chuckled again.

			“So?” Kautilya asked.

			“You think we would be good lovers?” More chuckling.

			“Aren’t you already with Saira?” Kautilya said.

			“So you did think about it?” Ādi said. 

			“No, I did not,” Kautilya said and sat up. “It’s not good to proposition other people when you’re already with someone.”

			“It’s just a joke,” Ādi said. “Get over yourself. Saira is the most beautiful thing in the world. She’s sweet, smart, a brilliant fighter and her green eyes and pink lips...” Ādi sighed.

			Kautilya lay back down. Ādi was clearly in love with Saira. She wondered if he loved Saira the way Jay loved her. “I’m sorry. I got the wrong idea.”

			“It’s all right,” Ādi said. “You just can’t help it.” 

			Kautilya clenched her fists. For some reason, Ādi could annoy her more than anyone she’d ever known.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 32

			Final Rites

			The next day Kautilya woke up early.

			The rains had stopped. She waited for Ādi to wake up.

			“Hey,” Kautilya said. “I have a plan.”

			“A plan to do what?” Ādi asked.

			“A plan to get us back to the other side. To beat the ghost in the water,” Kautilya said. 

			“I’m sorry, genius,” Ādi said, “but your bright ideas are the reason we’re here. Let me show you how it’s done.”

			An hour later Kautilya and Ādi were at the bank of the river. 

			“Old man!” Ādi screamed, but got no response.

			Kautilya sighed.

			“Old man!” Ādi tried again. Nothing.

			Suddenly Ādi stepped forward and screamed at the water, “Hey, you stinking ghost! You’ve been in the water for so long but have you ever considered taking a bath? You stinking, moss-covered fool.” 

			Currents began to form on the surface. Ādi turned and smiled.

			The water divided and the ghost re-emerged on the surface. His eyes radiated fury and his whole body was trembling with wrath. 

			“You foolish children!” he roared. “I let you off easily the last time. Not this time. This time I am going to end you.”

			He raised his hands and three towers of water formed around him. When he pointed at the bank, the water began to race towards them. 

			Kautilya was not fast enough but Ādi managed to push her out of the way. The three towers splashed around them and receded but the ghost was already working on his next attack, and three new towers started racing towards them. They dodged the water again as it whipped across the banks. 

			The ghost did not relent. Three more towers formed. 

			“We need to...” Kautilya began, then realised Ādi had disappeared. She looked around for him.

			With a loud scream, Ādi leapt out of the water. He couldn’t fly like Saira but he could certainly jump high. 

			Ādi threw a punch at the ghost but his fist passed right through it. 

			“And you called me a fool?” the ghost said. He clenched his fists and the waters crashed onto Ādi. He was sucked into a whirlpool and began to sink. 

			“Ādi!” Kautilya screamed and ran towards the bank. She pulled out an arrow. “Agnyastra,” she chanted and then shot the arrow towards Ādi. The explosion disoriented the ghost. 

			Ādi got out of the whirlpool and crept back onto the river bank.

			Kautilya helped him up.

			Ādi coughed out water. “Thanks, princess.”

			“Punching the ghost didn’t help, did it?” Kautilya asked.

			Ādi pursed his lips. “What do we do now?” 

			“We change the frame,” Kautilya said.

			“What?” Ādi asked.

			“Change the frame,” Kautilya said. “We fight him on our terms. An elephant can crush a crocodile on land. So the crocodile fights the elephant in water.”

			Ādi didn’t seem to understand. “So we pull him onto land? But I can’t get a grip on him. So how do we do that?”

			“You cannot defeat him with physical strength,” Kautilya said. “So we change the terms to something other than physical strength. To terms that give us the advantage.”

			Kautilya stood up straight and looked at the ghost. “Hey, Mr Ghost, you’re physically strong, but what about your mind? Have the years of penance made you any wiser?”

			The ghost was puzzled.

			“I challenge you to a contest of wits,” Kautilya said.

			He studied Kautilya from head to toe. “You must be one-tenth of my age. What makes you think you could beat me? Your lover had more sense. Punching me would be less futile.”

			“Prove yourself with action,” Kautilya said. “Not with words. What becomes darker as the day becomes brighter?”

			The ghost was stunned. Then he began to laugh. “You’re serious. Well, this is amusing. So what was your question again?”

			“What becomes darker as the day becomes brighter?” Kautilya repeated.

			“A shadow,” the ghost said. “Foolhardy girl. That was such a pathetic attempt. Answer me this: what can you see when you close your eyes that disappears when you open them?”

			Kautilya hesitated. Then she realised and said, “Dreams. You can only see them when you sleep and they disappear when you wake up.”

			The ghost nodded. 

			“My question,” Kautilya said. “What poisons you if you eat it but feeds you if you bury it?”

			The swirling waves around the ghost had calmed down. He tapped his chin. Then he brightened up.

			“Of course,” he said, “a rotten fruit. If you eat it, it upsets your stomach. If you bury it then you get a tree. My turn: what multiplies when you add it but divides if you reduce it?”

			Kautilya began to think. 

			“What multiplies when you add it but divides when you reduce it?” the ghost asked again. 

			It did not make sense. What kind of arithmetic was that? She looked to Ādi for help. But he was staring at the two of them with the most befuddled expression. She realised no help would come from that direction.

			Multiplies when you add ... of course.

			“I know the answer, Mr Ghost,” Kautilya said.

			“Say it,” the ghost said. 

			“It is love,” Kautilya said.

			The ghost laughed. He was having a great time. “Good, good. You are a smart one. Your turn.”

			“If one step of the Preserver can cover one world,” Kautilya said, “and three steps can cover three worlds then how many can five steps cover?”

			The ghost guffawed. “Is that the best you’ve got? That’s so easy. It’s five.”

			Kautilya shook her head. “You’re wrong.”

			“What?” the ghost said. “What do you mean I’m wrong? If one can cover one and three can cover three then five can cover five.”

			Kautilya continued to shake her head.

			“All right,” the ghost said, “what is the answer, then?”

			“Three.”

			“How...” the ghost began. Then it dawned on him and he bellowed with laughter. He clapped his hands. “Of course, there are only three worlds in Triloka: Devaloka, Jambudvipa and Patala. You got me. That was a very good one.”

			“Now,” Kautilya said, “can you please let us go? We are on an urgent mission and our friends must be worried.”

			The ghost smiled. “You surprised me, little girl. And it was good entertainment. But you did disturb my penance. So...” 

			Immediately towers of water formed around the ghost. 

			Ādi was back on his feet ready to fight. “So much for that.”

			“Please don’t fight us,” Kautilya said. “We can help each other.”

			The ghost paused. “Help each other?”

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “Your penance is to achieve something. We disturbed it. It’s only fair that we do something to compensate.”

			The ghost paused. “Do you know how to do the final rites for the deceased?”

			“Yes,” Kautilya said.

			“I am ... I was a trader from a village on the other side of the Rishyamukh hills,” the ghost said. “My cousin and I were returning from a visit to Aryavrat. We’d found a hoard of ape treasure by the banks of the river. It was enough treasure to see us through the rest of our lives but we had an argument. My cousin drowned me in the river. I don’t think my wife and children know I have passed. No one has ever conducted a funeral rite for me and I’m stuck here.”

			“We will do your final rites,” Kautilya said.

			The ghost cackled. He ran his fingers through his beard and pulled out the years of algae and moss that had accumulated. “I’ve waited so long for my soul’s release. It’s not the gods who provide it in the end.”

			“Maybe in a way it is,” Kautilya said. “Maybe this is the answer to your penance.”

			The ghost floated towards the river bank. “Thank you, girl. Make your way across the river. It will not drown you or your friend.”

			Kautilya nodded. The ghost collapsed into a pile of bones at her feet.

			“Let’s cremate the bones,” Kautilya said.

			“Why do you want to go through that hassle?” Ādi said. “I’ll just bury him.”

			“Humans need cremation for the funeral rites to be complete,” Kautilya said. 

			Ādi stared at Kautilya for a while. Then he sighed. “All right, I’ll get the wood.” 

			“I’ll come along,” Kautilya said. 

			A little later they covered the bones in firewood and made a funeral pyre. Kautilya repeated the chants she had heard from priests cremating the dead. Once the cremation was completed she made two balls of mud, put them on a leaf and floated them down the river. 

			She washed her hands as she watched the balls of mud float away. Then she remembered something. 

			“There’s one more rite I need to conduct,” Kautilya said.

			She made two more of the balls of mud, put them on a leaf and floated them down the river as she prayed to the gods and to her father.

			“Who are those for?” Ādi asked.

			Renuka’s face passed through Kautilya’s mind. “A friend. Let’s go now.” 

			They crossed the river. When they reached the other side, Ādi came up to Kautilya.

			“Good job ... err ... What is your real name?” Ādi asked.

			“Princess,” Kautilya said and laughed. Ādi laughed along with her. 

			“I found our bags,” Ādi said. He raised the washed-out jute sacks and poured out the contents onto the ground. 

			A pulpy map splashed onto the ground and he sighed. “What do we do now?”

			“I know the way,” Kautilya said.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes, trust me,” Kautilya said and began walking towards the rising sun.

			“I’m pretty sure the base is to the west, princess,” Ādi said. 

			“We’re not going back to the base yet,” Kautilya said. “We have a mission to complete.”

			Ādi grinned. “That’s the way to go, princess.”

			As they walked off towards the rising sun Kautilya turned to Ādi. “I hoped you learned an important lesson today.”

			“What’s that?” Ādi asked.

			“You can’t punch your way out of every problem.”

			“Yeah, you’re right.” Ādi scratched the back of his head. “Sometimes you need to kick your way out.” And then he burst out laughing. 

			A few hours before, those comments would have annoyed Kautilya. But for some reason, now she laughed along with him. She felt she had made a friend.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 33

			The Black Banners

			As the sun rose Kautilya led Ādi through the undergrowth, down the secret paths she’d memorised. He was impressed. Nina was smart but this human operated at another level. At least her memory did. 

			And what she did with that ghost. Answering riddles in an instant. Had she memorised them from before? And she knew funeral rites. Why would anyone know funeral rites?

			And her smell. Her scent had driven him crazy since the first day he’d met her. He had a great memory for smells and he was sure he’d never come across this one, yet it seemed familiar. As if he’d dreamed of it. 

			Sometimes when he was with Saira and Kautilya’s scent wafted past him, he would lose all track of what Saira was saying. Was he a bad person? Of course I am. He smiled to himself. 

			But he would never be disloyal to Saira. He loved her more than this strange human. 

			“To the left,” Kautilya said. “That’s the road Nina told us to scout.” She turned around and their eyes met. 

			Her eyes were so sad and beautiful. Ādi tensed up. She always had that effect on him. He had to say something to break up the tension.

			“Are you sure the map wasn’t upside down when you memorised it?” Ādi said, though it was a weak joke. 

			“No,” Kautilya said, confused. “So let’s go?”

			“All right,” Ādi said, “let’s go.” He walked up to her. “How long did it take you to memorise the map?”

			“I can memorise maps with one glance,” Kautilya said.

			“Is that something you can learn to do?”

			“You probably can,” Kautilya said. “I didn’t learn it though. I was born with the ability.”

			Ādi was amazed. “Wow, I didn’t know humans had special abilities. Is it a siddhi you have?”

			“No. I don’t know...” Kautilya said. “It’s a long story.”

			Ādi looked around. “Well, I can’t see anything else to do till we get to the road.”

			Kautilya smiled. “Then I’ll tell you.” She related the strange story of her birth. 

			“Are you joking?” Ādi asked when Kautilya was done.

			“No,” Kautilya said, “it’s the truth.”

			“Wow. So your five brothers have their own abilities too, eh?”

			“Oh, they’re amazing,” Kautilya said. Her face lit up. “All of us loved mangoes. Dhanush would knock them out of the tree with a slingshot. Then Sameer would just run like the wind and collect them all before anyone else could. But Bali loved mangoes even more than the rest. So he would just rip the tree out of the ground and carry it away to eat the mangoes at his pleasure.” 

			She realised something and paused. A sad darkness spread over her face again. 

			“So you have to kill them now?” Ādi asked. 

			Kautilya’s eyes widened. “No, I only want revenge.”

			“That means you have to kill them,” Ādi said. “A life for a life.”

			Kautilya stared into the distance pensively. She did that often and it annoyed him. Sometimes he just wanted to grab her and ask what she was thinking about. 

			But she’d gone through a lot, in her childhood and in the recent past. Which was better, to be born an orphan, or lose your family after having felt their love? 

			What would it feel like if he lost Druma or Saira? Or even Nina or Yama? They were the only family he knew. 

			“Now tell me about you,” Kautilya asked. “How come you are half rakshasa and half demigod?”

			Ādi began. “That’s a long...” Suddenly he smelled horses and humans.

			“Princess,” Ādi said, “I think what we were looking for has found us.” He led Kautilya through the undergrowth to a path. From the cover of the bushes, they spied a battalion of horsemen and foot soldiers.

			At their head was a commander wearing a helmet shaped like the head of a seahawk. 

			Ādi heard Kautilya’s heartbeat quicken when she saw the commander.

			“Let’s follow them,” she said, “and see where they lead us.”

			They followed the battalion as it marched into an ape village. The inhabitants were just waking up and did not expect the sudden influx of troops.

			The village chief, a long-haired female ape, walked up to the commander. 

			“We need to get closer...” Kautilya began but was cut short by Ādi.

			“I can hear them. The chief is welcoming the troops. She’s saying that the rebels have caused them a lot of trouble... Now the commander has cut the chief short. He’s ordering her to assemble every ape in the village on the open grounds.”

			Ādi listened to the chief shout orders to the other apes. The apes ran across the village and began assembling their people in the open grounds of the village. 

			“What are they up to?” Ādi asked. 

			He watched Kautilya’s eyebrows crinkle as they usually did when she was deep in thought. It was like she got great pleasure from thinking, the way he did from fighting. 

			The apes had now lined up in front of the commander.

			“What’s the commander saying?” Kautilya asked.

			“He’s asking if any of the apes know the location of the rebels,” Ādi said. 

			“Do you think they know?” Kautilya asked.

			“No,” Ādi said, “the only apes who know are the ones already in Rishyamukh. These apes don’t have a clue.”

			Suddenly the commander pulled out a long sword. He turned to his soldiers.

			Kautilya put a hand on his shoulder. “Ādi, I think we should leave.”

			“Why?” Ādi asked.

			“I don’t think they’re here for answers,” Kautilya said.

			Suddenly a loud scream pierced the forest’s silence. The village chief was wailing. 

			Ādi turned to see a decapitated ape collapse in front of Varun. 

			“Let’s leave, Ādi,” Kautilya said. “We need to tell the Lord Chief.”

			“No,” Ādi said, “we can’t let this continue.”

			“Please,” Kautilya said, “we can’t fight them on our own.”

			“But I can take on...” Ādi stopped when he saw Kautilya’s pleading eyes. They somehow seemed to hypnotise him.

			“Let’s go,” Ādi said and led her away from the village.

			Painful cries and the smell of ape blood followed them. A massacre had begun.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 34

			Vengeance

			“Where have you been?” Nina yelled as soon as the squad made it to the cave. “Saira and I were worried sick.”

			“Long story,” Ādi said. “We need to meet Yama. There’s some urgent news.”

			“What is it?” Nina asked. 

			Ādi explained what they’d seen at the ape village. 

			Nina shook her head. “Those human scum have reached their lowest point yet. Come, we need to find Yama immediately.”

			The squad headed off. 

			“Human, you stay back,” Nina said. 

			Kautilya hesitated but Ādi was adamant. “She needs to come along, Nina. She knows a lot about the soldiers.”

			Nina stared at Kautilya for some time. “Then come.”

			The three of them were soon in Yama’s tent along with the Lord Chief and her deputies, and Druma. They were being briefed by ape squads on the number and position of the human troops.

			“So there are around a hundred cavalry...” an ape was explaining.

			“We need to talk, Yama,” Ādi interrupted.

			“You can’t just storm in here, you insolent boy,” an ape said.

			“Is ‘insolent’ the only word you know?” Ādi asked.

			“Let him speak,” the Lord Chief said, exasperated. “What is the important news?” 

			Ādi gestured to Kautilya. He began, “We were out scouting and came across a regiment of human soldiers...”

			“How many?” Yama asked.

			“A hundred horsemen and a couple of hundred foot soldiers.”

			“Go on,” Yama said.

			“Their commander wore a helmet shaped like a seahawk’s head,” Ādi continued. “Kautilya says he’s the human king’s brother. His name is Varun.” 

			“The Seahawk?” the Lord Chief asked Kautilya.

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “He was training up a regiment of soldiers specialising in spreading terror among the populace. Their mode of operation is mass murder by brutal means.” 

			“Did you see anyone being murdered?” the Lord Chief asked.

			Kautilya nodded. “The soldiers marched into a village. They rounded up the villagers and...” her voice shuddered. “They began cutting off their limbs off one by one. I couldn’t bear to watch any more but on our way back we saw smoke coming from the village. They probably razed it to the ground.”

			The whole tent was stunned. For some time nobody spoke. 

			Finally the Lord Chief stood up. “We need to meet this threat right now. The humans have stooped too low this time. They will see the apes’ vengeance.”

			The apes assembled in the tent began hooting and screaming. 

			Lord Chief continued. “Angad, assemble our forces. I want the Seahawk killed or imprisoned.”

			As the apes left the room to assemble their companies, Yama summoned Druma. 

			“Druma,” Yama said, “we need to get ready.”

			“This is hasty action,” Druma said. “We don’t have any strategy against the human forces. We’re not even certain how many of them there are.”

			“Do you want to argue with Indira about this?” Yama asked. 

			Druma sighed and went away. Yama then turned to Kautilya and took her aside to talk to her. “Are you sure it was your brother?”

			Kautilya nodded.

			Yama sighed. “Why do they do this?”

			“They’re baiting the rebels,” Kautilya said.

			Yama stared at Kautilya intently. “What do you mean?”

			“They want to rile up the apes and get them to charge unprepared into battle,” Kautilya said. “Dhanush used to tell me the apes are emotional and not rational. That’s how the humans have always exploited them.” 

			Yama shook his head. “And there’s no way to get any sense into them. Well, go back to your quarters. Stay away from battle and keep a low profile. These apes will be murderous once they hear what happened. I don’t want them to get their hands on you. Nina and Ādi, I want you and Saira protecting her.”

			“But...” Nina began.

			“You have your orders,” Druma said. 

			Nina, Ādi and Kautilya returned to their hut. When they arrived, Saira came running. “What’s happening? All the squads are being rallied. They’re going into battle.”

			“Yeah,” Nina said, “the Lord Chief has just ordered an attack on the humans.”

			“Isn’t it a bit hasty?” Saira asked.

			“Tell the Lord Chief,” Nina said. She plonked onto her mat. She lay there with her hands behind her head. 

			“What are you doing?” Saira asked Nina. 

			“Protecting the princess,” Nina said. “We can’t go into battle while guarding her.”

			Saira turned to look at Kautilya, who glanced away in embarrassment.

			“You are joking, right?” Saira said to Ādi. “They need us.”

			“Tell that to Yama, our honourable warlord,” Nina said. 

			Ādi fumed. “This is stupid.” He sat down.

			Saira sat down next to him. Barong, who had just arrived, stared blankly at the whole squad. 

			Kautilya could not take it. “If you three want to go to the battle, then I can come along. Just like the scouting mission.”

			Saira looked up expectantly. Nina lifted her head and looked at Kautilya with one eye open. “Are you kidding? This isn’t a scouting mission you do from hiding. Yama will punish me and the monkeys might start attacking us thinking we are the enemy.”

			“I can wear a mask,” Kautilya offered.

			Nina, Ādi and Saira looked at each other. 

			“I have a mask you could use,” Ādi said.

			***

			“Stay out of sight of Yama and Druma,” Nina told the squad. “Best to stay right in the middle of the formation.”

			The squad nodded.

			“All right,” Ādi said, “let’s move out. Princess stays close to me.”

			Kautilya had got used to the mask, though it was too big for her. When Ādi had given it to her she had recognised it as the diplomacy mask worn by the rakshasas.

			The rakshasas never showed their faces to those outside their race, instead wearing one of two kinds of masks when interacting with others. One was the diplomacy mask. It was plain white with no design, save for two eyeholes and two stripes down the middle. The other was the war mask, which had a ferocious face painted on it to instil fear in enemies.

			“Please keep it safe,” Ādi had told Kautilya when he gave it to her. The tone of his voice betrayed the fact that the mask had a lot of personal significance for him. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 35

			Battleground

			Kautilya was surrounded on all sides by excited, shivering apes. She knew her mask made her look out of place but the oncoming battle had washed away onlookers’ curiosity. 

			The rebel troops had marched from the base to the gates of Rishyamukh that morning. It was dusk by the time they arrived at the gates.

			It was usual for leaders to meet and negotiate terms of surrender before a battle. However, the humans did not meet with apes. They were going to fight to the death. 

			Kautilya looked around at the scantily equipped apes. Most of them held a wooden staff or a stone mace. There were no horses either, which was a huge disadvantage.

			The troop formations and signalling were also haphazard. The apes were assembled in mobs rather than proper troop formations. No strategy had been offered them before leaving other than “Fight the humans.”

			The murmur of the troops was silenced by a loud howl. Everyone turned to see where it had come from, and an ape announced, “All hail, Lord Chief Indira of the Greyhairs, leader of the tribes of Dandaka.”

			The assembled troops roared as the Lord Chief walked to the front of the troops. She raised her hand for silence. 

			“For long,” she said, “for long the humans have cruelly oppressed our civilisation. Our temples have been destroyed, our idols smashed and our people enslaved. They treat us worse than their horses and punish us horrifically for the smallest slights.

			“But now they have reached new lows: indiscriminate murder, massacring whole villages and razing them to the ground. They think they can do what they please and no one will stand up to them. But they are wrong.

			“As long as the Lord Chief breathes, as long as the tribes of Dandaka exist, we will not let cruelty go unpunished. We will rain vengeance on those filthy murderers. If they raze our villages, we will raze their palaces. If they murder our children then we will hang their noblemen. 

			“Fight today, my free folk. Fight so hard that the next time they think of harming a hair on an ape’s body they will quiver in fear of the consequences. Fight like the army that defeated the Rakshasa king of Lanka. Fight like the Wind God has given you the power of flight and the God of Death has put bloodlust in your heart.

			“Fight like apes!”

			The whole army began cheering. Some beat their spears against their shields, others thumped their chests. 

			The Lord Chief raised her fist. “Minds without fear...”

			“Heads held high,” the whole army chanted back. 

			“Minds without fear...” the Lord Chief shouted again.

			“Heads held high!”

			“MINDS WITHOUT FEAR...”

			“HEADS HELD HIGH!”

			Suddenly bugles sounded from the city and the gates were flung open. Thousands of human horsemen raced out of the city. 

			Guards pulled the Lord Chief to safety as the humans unexpectedly fell upon the apes. Kautilya sensed panic spreading through the ranks. 

			The humans flanked out into a pincer formation: half the horsemen charged to the right of the assembled apes and the other half to the left. On each side, they started cutting down their unprepared foes. 

			The squad was nestled in the middle of the formation. Ādi screamed in frustration as he saw the apes being swiftly slaughtered.

			Kautilya watched as the horsemen got closer to the middle of the formation. The apes were no match for the mobility and precision of the humans. 

			Now there was only one line of apes between the squad and the oncoming human horsemen. 

			“Hold your ground,” Nina said.

			The squad made two lines facing both directions the horsemen were coming from. 

			Kautilya was not convinced that the tactic would work. The horsemen would encircle them soon and the formation left them susceptible to attack.

			“A circle,” Kautilya said.

			“What?” Nina asked. 

			“A circle,” Kautilya said. “We need a ring formation. Otherwise they’ll attack us from the unprotected sides.”

			“A circle!” Saira screamed. “Make a ring around Kautilya.”

			Nina looked at Saira incredulously for a moment before realising the idea made sense. The squad formed a ring. 

			Kautilya saw that they needed someone who could take down a horseman on either side. Nina had a staff. 

			“Ādi,” Kautilya said. “Ādi, take Nina’s staff.” 

			Ādi hesitated but Nina thrust the staff into his hands. 

			“Ādi and Saira, push the riders off their horses. Nina and Barong, incapacitate the horsemen once they’re on the ground,” Kautilya instructed as the horsemen continued to mow down the apes on either side of the squad. 

			She could hear her heart beat faster. It felt like her chest would explode. 

			“Hold your ground, squad,” Kautilya said.

			The last line of troops between the squad and the cavalry was thinning out. The first horsemen charged onwards.

			“Hold your ground!” Kautilya screamed.

			“Kill these bastards!” Ādi screamed as he leapt and took down two horsemen. Nina smashed their heads in with a mace. 

			On the other side, Saira speared horsemen off their mounts. Barong ripped into them once they had fallen. 

			The riders lost their momentum and the unmanned horses added to their confusion. 

			Kautilya took the bow from her back and started shooting down horsemen. 

			She heard Ādi groan and turned to see that he’d lost his staff. Two horses leapt onto him and he put one hand under each horse, pushing them. The horses fell over backwards, crushing their riders. 

			Kautilya looked around. Incapacitated human soldiers were piling up on all sides of the squad ring. The horsemen could not work out how to break the formation and began riding around the fallen soldiers in confusion. Yet the squad had also trapped themselves. 

			Every horseman was now focused on their squad. It was only a matter of time before Ādi and Saira would tire and the formation would break. 

			Suddenly Kautilya heard a roar from the forests that lined the sides of the battlefield. 

			Kautilya looked over the shoulders of the squad and her heart leapt. Druma had arrived with reinforcements. Using his giant axe, he cleaved through a group of horsemen. 

			Kautilya looked around on all sides. The apes had the humans surrounded. 

			Bugles sounded. A horseman screamed, “Retreat!”

			The humans began to ride away from the rebel onslaught. The squad unfurled into a straight line facing the retreating horsemen. 

			Druma leapt over them and began to chase and take down retreating horsemen. 

			“I won’t let you take down more humans than me, old man!” Ādi screamed and began to chase down the retreating soldiers too. The squad followed him.

			The distance between the humans on horseback and the rebels on foot kept increasing. Druma stopped and raised his axe. The advancing rebels came to a halt. 

			Kautilya looked around. They were quite a distance from the forests. 

			“Did we win?” she asked.

			“We showed those cowards!” Ādi screamed and all the apes cheered. 

			Kautilya was uneasy. It was unusual for humans to retreat so quickly. And she had not seen Varun. Usually, he would be right at the head of the army. 

			She kneeled and placed her ear on the ground. 

			“What are you doing?” Saira asked. 

			“Listening for hoofbeats,” Kautilya said.

			Saira kneeled down and placed her ear on the ground as well.

			“Do you hear it?” Kautilya asked. 

			Saira said, “I hear hooves moving away.”

			“So do I. They are retreating, then,” Kautilya said as she sat up straight again, relieved.

			“Wait,” Saira said. Her eyes went wide with horror. “More hooves are coming from that direction.” She pointed behind Kautilya’s back. 

			Kautilya turned and she saw two masses of horsemen closing in from both sides. She screamed, “Druma! From behind!”

			Druma turned and saw the horsemen. Behind Kautilya the retreating humans had started to rally and were on their way back. This time Varun was at their head. 

			A glowing arrow flew in the direction of the squad. 

			“Down,” she said and pushed Saira to the ground. The arrow exploded, sending several apes flying in different directions.

			“What are those?” Saira asked.

			“Astras,” Kautilya said. She would have to use hers too. She stood up and prepared to fire her bow. Suddenly an arrow fell in their midst. Kautilya recognised this one. 

			The arrow exploded and a huge wave of water washed over them. Kautilya was knocked over by its force. When she recovered she realised that her arrows had washed away. 

			“We need to retreat,” Kautilya said. “We will be surrounded soon. Make three files and retreat through the gap between the horsemen.”

			But the apes were not listening to her. They were preparing for the attack that was soon to be upon them from all sides. 

			She saw Saira flying above the melee. Of course, she was a demigod.

			“Retreat,” Kautilya told her. “We’ve lost this battle.”

			Saira nodded and turned to Ādi. “Ādi, pull back. We need to get out of here.”

			“Pull back?” Ādi said. “I’m taking down these mongrels.” He ran off to assist Druma.

			Saira turned helplessly to Kautilya. Angad grabbed her hand. “I will take his position.” 

			 “Nina, let’s go,” Kautilya said. “Line up with Angad in the middle. We’re leading our forces out.” She picked up a spear for herself, and another for Nina.

			Nina took it and stood by her side. 

			Saira flew down to them. “How can I help?”

			Kautilya spoke into Saira’s ear. “You all retreat. Get as many rebels as you can to follow your lead. Run through the horsemen before they close in.”

			“What about you?” Saira asked.

			“I will get Ādi and Druma,” Kautilya said.

			Saira shook her head. “No, you go with the rest. I’ll bring Ādi back.”

			“Only you can fend off the horsemen,” Kautilya said. “And he needs someone who knows astras. Go, as fast as you can.” 

			Saira relented, then along with Nina and Angad, she began charging back towards the forest. Their aim was to cut through the charging human reinforcements. Angad called the apes, who began to line up behind them.

			As they charged, more apes began to line up behind them. 

			Kautilya turned back in the direction where Varun’s forces were now attacking. 

			Kautilya ran into the fray. She flung an Agnyastra in their midst but the resulting explosion was very weak because of the wet battleground. 

			When the horsemen recovered from their confusion they raised their spears again, this time pointed at Kautilya. 

			Kautilya closed her eyes, waiting for the spears to strike. Suddenly she heard a roar and men screaming. She opened her eyes to see a blood-drenched Ādi standing over two decapitated soldiers. 

			“What are you doing here?” he asked Kautilya. 

			“I...” Kautilya began.

			Suddenly she saw a spearman preparing to strike Ādi.

			She screamed and pushed him down. The spear entered her shoulder. 

			Ādi roared and flung the spearman off his horse. He pulled out the spear and without hesitation plunged his fist into the soldier’s chest. 

			He stood up. “Are you all right?” 

			Kautilya could not take her eyes off the hole in her shoulder. 

			“Ādi, you...” she began to say. Then she groaned and fell to her knees. 

			Ādi grabbed her and lifted her onto his shoulders. 

			He began racing to catch up with the retreating files. On either side, Kautilya saw apes falling victim to the horsemen who were rampaging through the unorganised ape forces. 

			Varun was watching over the carnage contentedly. 

			Kautilya sighed. All this death was such a waste, caused by bad strategy, bad tactics and an untrained and unorganised army.

			The horsemen from both sides were almost converging. Kautilya worried whether the squad would manage to penetrate the reinforcements. If they did not, they would be taken down from both sides. 

			As the horses thundered closer, Kautilya grew more certain that they would not make it through. 

			“Stop!” she said to Ādi.

			“What?” Ādi demanded.

			“Stop,” she repeated, “I can help.”

			Ādi stopped and let down Kautilya. She picked up a fallen spear and tried to fling it, but her shoulder was injured. 

			“Let me,” Ādi said and grabbed the spear. Hoping it would work, Kautilya touched the spear and chanted, “Hamsastra.” When she nodded, Ādi flung the spear over the troops and into the midst of the cavalry. 

			The spear flew through the air and struck a horseman down. But there was no astra. 

			Kautilya cursed.  It was the second time the Hamsastra had not worked. Maybe the Goddess was not her patron. 

			“What now, princess?” Ādi asked. 

			She picked up another spear and handed it to Ādi. This time she chanted, “Agnyastra.” 

			Ādi flung the spear and his brute strength imbued the astra with deadly force. It ripped through the converging cavalry, and everything in its path disappeared. In some cases, the whole upper body disappeared leaving only the soldier’s legs. 

			The worst part was that the astra also ripped through some of the retreating apes. 

			Kautilya was horrified at the power she had unleashed on the hapless soldiers. 

			The retreating file of apes leapt over the fallen horses and soldiers and began entering the forest. 

			Kautilya turned to the apes who were still trapped. Varun’s forces had now converged on them. 

			“Princess...” Ādi said.

			Kautilya groaned and collapsed but Ādi managed to grab hold of her. “I won’t make it.”

			“You will,” Ādi said. “Nothing bad will happen to you. Not on my watch.” 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 36

			The Music

			It was chaos back at the rebel base. Injured apes were brought into the large tower hall every few minutes. The air stank of blood and flies buzzed around freely. Screams of agony intermittently cut through the murmurs of the forlorn rebel army. 

			Kautilya sat on one side of the cave stroking a listless Barong who nestled in her lap. Her shoulder had been patched up.

			The other squad members were helping with the casualties. 

			Yama and the Lord Chief were walking among the injured, consoling and thanking them. 

			Kautilya’s head was swirling from all that had happened that day. There had been so much violence. And the power of her astra had been scary. No one except Ādi knew that she was the one who had unleashed it. 

			Seeing Saira in the distance helping to heal wounds, her mind returned to Ādi. The words he’d spoken to her while she was delirious had stuck in her mind. What did he mean when he said he would never let anything bad happen to her? Did he mean it as a friend, or was there something else going on?

			She immediately felt guilty. Saira was such a sweet person, the first to become her friend since Renuka. 

			“Barong, boy, let me go and help Saira,” Kautilya said. Barong opened his eyes wide as if asking her to stay. “Others need help too, Barong,” Kautilya said. The disappointed creature jumped off Kautilya’s lap.

			She stood up and went to help Saira, who smiled when she saw Kautilya. 

			“Good job today,” Saira said. “The squad owes you our lives. And so do a lot of the apes here.”

			Kautilya shrugged. “Good job to you too. If the three of you hadn’t managed to fend off the oncoming riders we’d still be stuck there.”

			“Thank Ādi for getting you out,” Saira said. “If he hadn’t got you out in time you would have bled out.”

			“You’re really lucky to be with him,” Kautilya said.

			Saira nodded wistfully. She turned her attention back to the ape she was trying to heal. 

			“Do you need help?” Kautilya asked.

			“No, I’m fine,” Saira said.

			“You look tired though.”

			“I’ll rest when I’ve finished here,” Saira said.

			Yama and the Lord Chief walked up to them.

			“Good job, Saira,” Yama said. “Keep it up.”

			Kautilya was suddenly aware that the Lord Chief was staring intently at her. 

			“Angad told me you did a good job leading the retreat,” she said.

			“Yes, Lord Chief. I was just trying to help,” Kautilya replied.

			“I had told you to stay away from the battlefield,” Yama said.

			Kautilya looked down, ashamed. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t stay back when others were fighting.”

			“Thank you anyway,” the Lord Chief said. “If only all the apes had enough sense to retreat.” She patted Kautilya on the cheek and turned to leave. 

			Yama lingered for a bit. “We need to talk, Kautilya. Come to my tent tomorrow.”

			Kautilya gulped and nodded. Yama left.

			“You should go and relax,” Saira said. “You lost a lot of blood.”

			Kautilya nodded again. She walked out of the hall and into the mountain breeze. The cool air calmed her down and she felt peaceful. 

			She headed back to her quarters. The whole citadel felt desolate, with everyone in the hall helping out. It felt good to be alone at last. 

			But the slaughter had been nightmarish. This was what war was like for an ordinary foot soldier. She sympathised with them. 

			Suddenly a sound caught her ear. It was a flute. Kautilya followed the haunting tune and found the musician sitting on a grassy slope facing the stars. 

			Kautilya went closer. Wait, did she know this flautist? Of course, it was...

			Suddenly he leapt up and grabbed her by the throat. 

			“Ouch!” Kautilya protested. “It’s me.”

			“Oh, sorry.” Ādi let her go. “You startled me. How are you?”

			“I’ll be fine,” Kautilya said. “The spear didn’t do any permanent damage. What about you?”

			“I’m all right,” Ādi said. “It’ll take more than some stupid human to get me killed. And by stupid human I mean you.”

			Kautilya scratched the back of her head. “I didn’t know you played the flute,” she said. 

			“It’s just something I do for fun,” Ādi said. “My father used to play.”

			Kautilya looked out at the stunning view. From this vantage point, one could see the forests and the whole Rishyamukh range.

			“Wow,” she said. “This is such a good viewpoint.”

			“Yeah,” Ādi said, sitting back down. “I come here often. The breeze is amazing too.” He tapped the ground next to him.

			They sat in silence for some time, which was awkward. Yet slowly, not knowing why, Kautilya began to relax. 

			“Why did you risk your life?” Ādi asked. “Why did you come looking for me?”

			“I...” Kautilya did not know how to explain. It was as if an invisible force had compelled her to find him and protect him. “I was just watching out for my squad.”

			Ādi chuckled. “Good job there.”

			Kautilya scratched the back of her head again in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I was more trouble than help.”

			“No,” Ādi said. “I meant it when I said good job. Saira told me how you managed the retreat. Plus what was that magic thing you did? How does a princess like you know so much about fighting?” 

			Kautilya remembered the days she had spent sweating over textbooks and tests, the time she had spent in Akrama’s tutelage and the extra lessons she had taken with Dhanush.  

			“I read a lot,” Kautilya said.

			“Interesting. Who would have thought reading can teach you to fight?”

			“It can teach you tactics and strategy,” Kautilya said. “It can teach you the how. Does that make sense?”

			Ādi shook his head. “What was that explosive missile? It was so powerful.”

			“It was an astra,” Kautilya said.

			“Can you teach me how to use astras?” Ādi asked.

			“Do you know who your patron god is?” 

			Ādi shook his head. “Let’s not do this if it’s so complicated. How come you don’t use it all the time? I wouldn’t even bother with normal arrows if I had that power.”

			“It’s dangerous,” Kautilya said, “and I can only use it thrice a day. So I keep it for emergencies.”

			Kautilya wondered whether she should ask him about what he had said before she had passed out. What had he meant by it? Did he even remember saying it?

			Kautilya turned to him but was distracted by his smooth silky hair. The strands billowed in the wind. She felt like running her fingers through them. He turned his red eyes towards her and she turned away. 

			“Thanks for getting me out of there,” Kautilya said.

			“Don’t worry. I was watching out for my squad too.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 37

			A New Plan

			Kautilya was nervous. Yama and Druma were discussing battle plans, determining how to break the humans.

			Kautilya studied the maps and the badly carved figurines that were placed on them. She had deciphered the essence of the strategy that Yama intended to pursue, but she wasn’t sure if it was the best one.

			“Hey there,” Yama said. “Apologies for the delay. I needed to work this out before we go to the next battle.”

			“Another battle?” Kautilya asked. Surely the previous day had been too big a setback. 

			“Of course, we are,” Yama said. “The battle might be lost, but the war is still on.”

			“Will it be a battle like yesterday’s?” Kautilya asked. “Will we face the humans directly?”

			“That’s the plan...” Yama paused. “You do not seem convinced.”

			“I doubt that the apes can beat the humans through conventional warfare,” Kautilya said, “Our army is worse-trained and worse-equipped. Our greater numbers will not help against horses and metal weapons.”

			“Do you think we need metal weapons?” Yama said. “We can’t afford them. Regarding horses, you know how the apes would feel about that. You’d have better luck getting them to carry each other.”

			“In that case,” Kautilya said, “I would strongly advise against fighting the humans in a head-to-head battle. The rebels will never win. If we suffer more defeats like that, the apes will lose their faith in the cause.”

			Yama stared at Kautilya. His mask made it impossible for her to read his expression and she wondered if she had overstepped. 

			“What do you suggest, then?” Yama asked. 

			Kautilya breathed in. “Long ago, when the Warrior Sage declared war on all human kings, he assembled a motley crew of low-caste warriors. They too had no weapons and did not know how to ride horses. The Warrior Sage, however, devised a grand strategy to counter the human kings’ forces.”

			Yama was attentive as Kautilya continued, “There are three phases to this grand strategy. The first is the Hidden War Strategy.”

			“Hidden War?” Yama asked.

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “We do not attack the enemy headlong, but make sudden attacks and retreats. Instead of attacking the armies we attack their vulnerabilities. Our aim is to create nuisance and drain them of their resources and energy.”

			“The supply lines,” Yama said. “The supply lines bringing food and material to the hills.”

			Kautilya nodded. “Raiding them is also a cheap way to boost our own weapons and resources.”

			“That makes sense,” Yama said. “Why didn’t you suggest this before? What is phase two?” 

			“Phase two...” Kautilya began. 

			***

			Kautilya was nervous when she arrived at the squad’s quarters. She was sure things would go horribly wrong. 

			Most of the squad were on their beds resting after the previous day’s battle. Ādi and Saira were awake, talking to each other. Nina was lying on her mat, trying to decipher maps.

			Kautilya walked up to her. 

			“What happened, princess?” Nina asked. “Did Yama give you that?”

			Kautilya handed Nina the scroll she had been given by Yama. Nina opened it and puzzled over it for a while.

			“I do not read, Kautilya.” Nina handed over the scroll to Saira. “Read this for me, Saira.”

			Saira took the scroll. “To whom it may concern, as per the orders of Yama, Commander of the Free Army and Lord Chief Indira...” 

			She paused, then read the rest of the message silently before looking up at Kautilya, alarmed. 

			Saira took a deep breath. “Kautilya has been given command of the Free Army squad as of this day. The current incumbent is to surrender her post and hand over her duties to Kautilya...”

			Nina raised her hand and Saira was silent. She stood up and glared at Kautilya. 

			“You filthy backstabbing coward,” she said. “You went behind my back to take over my squad. I will rip your head off, princess.”

			Kautilya did not speak. “It was as per orders of Yama. I did not ask...”

			“Well, go back to Yama,” Nina said, “and inform him that the Free Army squad is mine. I built this squad with my blood and sweat. No one can take it away from me.” She shoved Kautilya, sending her sprawling on the floor. 

			Kautilya would not back down so easily. 

			She clambered back up and said, “You’re out of line, soldier. You will obey your commander.”

			Nina turned slowly. She looked at Kautilya with wrathful eyes. “Obey the commander? Who will make me?”

			Kautilya looked at her straight. “I will.”

			The next few moments were a blur for Kautilya. She felt an impact on her chest, and she was down on the ground. Saira screamed. Before she could work out what was going on, Nina was on top of her.

			“What did you say?” Nina challenged Kautilya.

			Ādi pulled Nina off Kautilya. “Stop it.”

			But Nina was not in the mood to listen to Ādi. She tried to break free. 

			“What did you say?” she repeated.

			Kautilya breathed in. “I am your commander.”

			Nina bit Ādi’s arm and broke free. She grabbed Kautilya’s hair and shouted into her face, “Are you my commander?” 

			Kautilya realised if she pushed Nina over the edge then she could kill her. Yet if she did not stand her ground then the squad would not respect her authority. 

			“Are you my commander?” Nina asked again. 

			Kautilya breathed in and replied, “Yes.”

			“What about the rest of you?” Nina asked, “is she your commander.”

			Their silence was answer enough. 

			Nina flew into a rage. “Then both of you are kicked out of my squad. Go make your own squad with the princess.”

			She turned to Barong. “Come on, boy, let’s go.”

			Barong stood up. He began to walk towards Nina. He then turned to look at Kautilya – and halted between them. 

			“Barong?” Nina was shocked. 

			Barong put his head low and turned around and walked towards Kautilya. 

			“Barong, you too?” Nina pleaded. Kautilya could see tears welling up in the yakshi’s eyes.

			Kautilya heard Saira begin to sniffle.

			“Join us,” Saira said. “You just have to cede command.”

			Nina screamed. “You are traitors. All of you betrayed me. I will never join this squad.” 

			Nina turned around and stormed off. 

			Kautilya did not want to lose Nina, who was the smartest in the squad. 

			Suddenly Ādi whispered to her, “Take charge, Kautilya.”

			Kautilya breathed in. “Retire for the night. Tomorrow morning I will explain our new strategy and tactics for fighting the humans.” 

			She raised her fist. “Minds without fear...”

			The squad raised their own fists, “Heads held high!”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 38

			Need an Ally?

			The tree-lined trail leading to the city of Rishyamukh was empty except for a single bullock cart that trundled slowly up the mountain. 

			Kautilya spotted the cart coming closer and gestured to Saira who was waiting opposite her. She was preening herself and she did not notice Kautilya’s frenzied waving. 

			Kautilya tried to whistle but to no avail. 

			“Saira!” she finally shouted, scaring some birds off their perches. Saira was shocked out of her reverie and turned around. 

			“Is anyone following the cart?” Kautilya asked. 

			She shook her head. 

			“Can you tell Ādi to get ready?” Kautilya asked. “We jump them as soon as they’re among these trees.”

			Saira nodded. She turned towards the bushes where Kautilya knew Ādi was hidden. She made a few signals that the squad evidently recognised. Kautilya made a mental note to learn them. 

			She turned to look at the clump of bushes where Ādi was crouched, waiting to pounce. 

			Slowly the cart pulled into the middle of the hidden squad. Kautilya put on her rakshasa mask. 

			She yelled. “Now!”

			Kautilya and Saira leapt to the ground. Kautilya stumbled and fell but she quickly lifted herself up. 

			Inside the cart were six soldiers, looking straight at Kautilya and Saira. A few moments passed and the soldiers continued staring intently but the cart did not stop. 

			“What’s happening?” Kautilya asked Saira. “Why isn’t Ādi stopping the cart?”

			“We didn’t ask him to,” Saira said. 

			The cart suddenly halted and the soldiers jumped out. They held out their spears at Kautilya and Saira. 

			“Who are you?” one of the soldiers demanded. 

			Kautilya shrugged. “We’re just walking in the forest.”

			“Why are you wearing a mask?” another soldier said.

			Kautilya had to think quickly. 

			“Hail the Ape God!” Ādi screamed and jumped onto the cart, smashing its roof into pieces. 

			The soldiers turned, eyes wide with shock. 

			“Run, Saira!” Kautilya screamed. 

			Saira nodded and scrambled into the forest with two soldiers on her tail. 

			The remaining four turned to Kautilya and Ādi. 

			“Rebel scum,” the first soldier spat. “You’re part of Yama the Warlord’s forces. You two are coming with us.”

			The soldiers began closing in on the pair. With a roar, Ādi took down all four of them. 

			“Give us all your documents and money,” Kautilya said. 

			The soldiers looked at each other and then straight at Ādi. 

			Saira stepped out of the bushes dragging the two, now unconscious, soldiers with her. 

			“I said give us the documents,” Kautilya repeated. 

			The soldiers pointed to the cart – which Kautilya realised was now speeding off into the distance. They had not been able to achieve their objective. 

			“What do we do now?” Saira asked. 

			Kautilya looked at the shivering soldiers. “Let’s go.”

			***

			At the base, Kautilya was debriefed by Yama. 

			“So what did you do to the soldiers?” Yama asked. 

			“I let them go,” Kautilya said. 

			“Not a sound strategy, is it?” Yama asked. “We could have got intelligence from them.”

			“They would also know the location of Rishyamukh,” Kautilya said. “Our location would be compromised.”

			“There are ways to prevent that,” Druma said as he sharpened his claws 

			Kautilya gulped.

			“Stop frightening her ... and me,” Yama said. “Why did you not capture the cart itself?” 

			“There was miscommunication of my command,” Kautilya said. “A few of my troops attacked later than they were instructed. I take full responsibility.”

			Yama shook his head. “I need another view on this. Summon your second-in-command.”

			Kautilya looked at Yama puzzled. “Second-in-command?”

			“Surely, you have a second-in-command? You cannot single-handedly command a squad, especially when you have such complex missions. And what if we lose you in a battle?”

			Kautilya remembered Akrama’s teachings: Every army needs a commander who gives the strategy and a second-in-command who makes sure that the strategy is executed. 

			Kautilya nodded. “Understood, Yama. I will fix this right away.” She raised her fist in salute and turned to leave.

			Behind her back, she heard Yama ask Druma apprehensively. “What is she talking about?”

			Kautilya smiled when she heard it. Now she had to choose. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 39

			Search

			“Who volunteers to be second-in-command?” Kautilya asked as soon as she was back. 

			Ādi stared back at Kautilya blankly. “What does that mean?”

			“A second-in-command is the right hand of the commander,” Kautilya said. “She makes sure that the commander’s vision is implemented, and takes care of the day-to-day affairs of the team.”

			Saira and Ādi looked at each other. 

			Saira looked away nervously. 

			Ādi shrugged. “I could do it. What do you want me to do?”

			“Be my right hand,” Kautilya said. 

			“That’s not physically possible, is it?” Ādi said.

			Kautilya shook her head. “Let me explain. A commander is the architect of a strategy and the second-in-command is its engineer. The commander decides what needs to be done and a second-in-command makes sure it’s done the right way.”

			“That sounds like a lot of work,” Ādi said.

			“It is, kind of,” Kautilya said, “but it’s very important as well. No commander can function without her second-in-command.”

			Ādi squinted at Kautilya for some time as the gears in his head turned. Then he shrugged. “All right, I will be your second-in-command. What should I do?”

			Kautilya smiled in gratitude. “Let’s try this drill. I will explain it to you once again.”

			Ādi raised his hand. “I understood it well enough the first time around, princess. Saira, you come with me and follow my instructions.”

			Kautilya smiled. Ādi was perfect. 

			***

			Kautilya was very pleased with herself as she made her way to the training grounds. She had found herself a very competent second-in-command the previous day. 

			Saira and Barong were already waiting for her but Ādi was nowhere to be seen. 

			“Where has Ādi gone to?” Kautilya asked. 

			“He’s still sleeping,” Saira said. 

			Kautilya slapped her forehead. She went to their quarters. 

			“Hey, Ādi,” Kautilya shouted from the outside.

			“Hey, princess,” Ādi said. 

			“Why are you not at the training?” Kautilya asked. 

			“Tired,” Ādi said. “Haven’t we trained enough already?”

			“But today we were going to train in a new tactic,” Kautilya said. 

			“Sounds boring,” Ādi said. “Let’s take a break today.”

			“Ādi, this is important,” Kautilya said through clenched teeth. “There are people counting on us to make these raids work.”

			Ādi grumbled. “All right, I’ll come.”

			Kautilya shook her head and went back. 

			She waited a while longer until her patience ran out. “Where is he?” she shouted, and stamped.

			Saira looked at Kautilya concerned. “Are you all right?”

			“He doesn’t care at all about this. What is he even doing here?” Kautilya asked. 

			“He was forced into it,” Saira shrugged. “He doesn’t really want to be here fighting humans.”

			Kautilya breathed in. “So has he always been like this?” 

			“No...” Saira replied. “Not when Nina was around. Everyone listened to Nina.”

			Kautilya gave up inside.  

			***

			“The Lord Chief is asking questions now,” Yama said to Kautilya when she went to visit him. “How are things progressing on the raids front?”

			“I don’t think I can do this,” Kautilya said. “You should reinstate Nina. She was a better leader.”

			Yama laughed. “You gave up so easily? I would expect more fight from the daughter of Chandragupta Shveta. How did your search for a second-in-command go?”

			“I tried Ādi. But he just doesn’t care. Saira refuses to do it.”

			“What about Barong?” Yama asked. 

			“Barong?” Kautilya asked. She had thought he was just a mindless beast. Was he actually intelligent?

			“I’m joking, Kautilya,” Yama said. “You should have seen your face.”

			Kautilya pursed her lips. She was not in the mood for jokes.

			Yama sighed. “What do you want me to do? Reinstate Nina? You do know that once she takes over that’s the end of your influence on the squad. You will probably have to join a new squad, but I don’t think you’ll be accepted as easily among the apes.”

			“So what should I do?” Kautilya asked. 

			“You know,” Yama said, “for a long time I used to think that Druma would make a better leader than me. He can bring soldiers to their knees just by his roar. I thought I would become his second-in-command. He would be the general and I would be the strategist. 

			“But Druma wouldn’t have it. He insisted that I be the general and the strategist and he would be my executioner.”

			Kautilya tried to work out what Yama meant. 

			“Can you guess why Druma wanted me to be the leader?” Yama asked. 

			Kautilya shook her head. 

			“I’m not so sure either,” Yama said. “Maybe you should ask him.”

			Kautilya shook her head and left. Yama was such a pain. He never gave a straightforward answer. 

			She found Druma outside the tent giving instructions to a squad of ape warriors. Kautilya stood politely and observed as he explained what was expected of them. Kautilya saw he was direct and clear, contrary to Yama’s enigmatic and vague style of communication. Maybe Druma was a better choice for general.

			Once he was done, Druma turned to Kautilya. 

			“Minds without fear,” Kautilya said with her fist up.

			“Heads held high,” Druma said. “How can I help you, Kautilya?”

			Kautilya was tempted to ask him what to do about the question of her squad’s leadership but she stopped herself.

			“Druma,” Kautilya said, “Yama told me that he wanted you to be the leader of the Free Army but you decided that he should be the leader. Why was that?”

			“Because he has the ability to make people believe in him,” Druma replied.

			Suddenly it dawned on Kautilya what Yama wanted her to do. 

			“Thank you, Druma.” Kautilya smiled and hurried away. Now she just needed to work out how to get Nina to join the squad again. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 40

			Recruitment

			Nina had joined Angad’s squad, and when Kautilya went over, she found that Nina had already become good friends with them. The squad was rolling around in laughter as she related one story after the other.

			As Kautilya neared the squad, Nina’s smile was replaced by a scowl. She stood up to confront Kautilya.

			“What do you want?” she demanded.

			Kautilya scratched the back of her head. “I’m sorry for what happened, Nina. The squad is yours, in the end, and they miss you. They want you to come back.”

			“Yeah, right,” Nina said. “If they wanted me back they’d come and ask me themselves. They know I would never listen to a worm like you.”

			“They do want you,” Kautilya said. “They just don’t know how to approach you.”

			Nina shook her head. “Listen, princess,” she said, “I am going to wait a few seconds. You’d better have disappeared after that.”

			Kautilya breathed out. She looked at the rest of Nina’s new squad. They were all carrying weapons: mostly blowguns and spears. 

			“Minds without fear,” Kautilya tried.

			They stared back at her silently.

			“Hey, Kautilya,” Angad said as he arrived. “How are you?”

			“Are you all heading off on a mission?” Kautilya asked. 

			“Yeah,” he replied.

			“Can I join you?” Kautilya asked. 

			Angad turned to Nina. 

			Nina sighed. “Do what you want. Just keep her out of my sight.”

			Kautilya smiled. Step one of the plan was complete. 

			Soon the squad was perched up in some trees spying on a town.

			“This is Vivila,” Angad said. “The apes who lived here were sent off to various labour camps in the area and the houses were converted to prisons. It’s the most secure town in the hills. 

			“Most of the prisoners here were arrested for resisting humans. Yama has a plan to attack the town and recruit the prisoners to our cause. Our mission is to gather information on the number of soldiers posted here, what are the best routes of attack, what kind of siege equipment we would require and so forth.”

			Kautilya nodded. It sounded like a good plan: to attack the prison town and create chaos in the hills.

			“Gather round,” Angad told the rest of the squad. “Nina and Pomo, go to the east side of the town. I have intelligence that is where the stables are and you can do a count of the horses these humans have. Loka and Laka can go to the west side of the village and make a quick estimate of the number of soldiers in the barracks. Kautilya and I will go to the northern side near the entrance and do reconnaissance there.”

			The squad nodded.

			“In all cases,” Angad said, “make sure that you take a note of the walls, the entrances, the number of sentries and any other useful information. It’s important that we have enough intelligence to be able to attack the town with minimum casualties and effort from our side. Once you’ve gathered information we meet back here. Is everyone clear?”

			The squad nodded. Angad breathed in and raised his fist. “Minds without fear.”

			Kautilya and the rest of the squad raised their fists and replied, “Heads held high.”

			After that, the squad leapt through the trees, off onto their respective targets. But Kautilya could not leap the way the apes could. 

			Suddenly Angad put his arm around her waist.

			“Hold on tight,” he said and began leaping through the trees towards the front of the prison. Soon they were hidden in a tree at the entrance.

			Kautilya scanned the entrance. The gates were the usual metal bars that slid up and down with chains and sprockets. Lines of prisoners were brought in tied to each other and with bags on their heads, one human guard in front and one behind the line. The guard would flash a gold pendant to the sentries who then opened the gates. As soon as the prisoners had entered, the gates were closed behind them.

			Kautilya realised that this was the most fortified part of the town wall. On either side of the gates were archers and scouts. She could see barrels of oil being readied to pour on anyone who tried to climb the walls. 

			“So what’s your assessment?” Angad asked. 

			Kautilya related her conclusions. 

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought as well,” Angad said. “Not the best place to launch an attack, is it?” 

			“No,” Kautilya said. “The plains in the front of the town make any incoming army visible and once the gates are shut the prison is impregnable.”

			Angad nodded. “But on the other hand, there are hills all around the town that make it even more difficult to get a large army in.”

			Kautilya nodded. 

			“In any case,” Angad said, “we just need to gather intelligence and share it with Yama. I’m pretty sure he’ll be able to work out how to do this.”

			Kautilya shrugged. Yama was the general after all. But maybe she could crack this if she thought about it. 

			“Let’s go back,” Angad suggested. Kautilya nodded. 

			When they returned, Nina and Pomo had already arrived. 

			“Seventy horses,” Nina said. “There are no entrances on the east. There’s a cliff sloping outwards but climbing down that would make us visible long before we can reach the walls. Plus they have sentries and archers on a watchtower next to the wall.” 

			Nina shot a venomous glance at Kautilya. 

			Angad nodded. “Good job. Now we wait for Loka and Laka.”

			Kautilya felt the awkwardness increase as they waited. Nina was sulking. The apes were resting against the trunk of a tree and dozing off. 

			Suddenly birds flew out of the east of the village. 

			Nina’s eyes widened. “Loka and Laka.”

			“I’ll go get them,” Angad said when he was woken up. 

			“I’ll come too,” Nina and Kautilya said simultaneously.

			Pomo was still dozing so they decided it was best for him to stay where he was. 

			Nina leapt off towards the commotion and Kautilya and Angad followed. 

			After a while, they reached the location that the two apes had picked to scout the village. They were nowhere to be seen.

			“Where have they gone?” Nina asked.

			Angad gestured to them to follow him. They leapt a few trees west and reached a point very close to the side walls of the town. 

			Angad gasped and grabbed Kautilya’s arm tightly. She looked and saw Loka and Laka tied to a tree. Two sweat-drenched soldiers were punching them. Two other soldiers sat next to their horses and watched in amusement. 

			“We should wait and...” Kautilya began but Nina had already screamed and leapt onto one of the soldiers. Angad followed suit. 

			Kautilya sat on the branches and wondered what to do next as Nina flung one soldier onto the town wall while Angad beat the other unconscious using his staff. 

			The remaining soldiers drew their swords and came at the pair but they were no match for Angad. He grabbed one by the arm and used him as a weapon to knock the other one off his feet.

			Kautilya slid on her mask, slowly got out of the tree and moved to help Nina unchain the apes. She was having a tough time working out the lock. 

			“Let me,” Kautilya said and easily dealt with the mechanism. 

			Suddenly an arrow hit the trunk of the tree, narrowly missing Kautilya. She turned to see a cavalcade of horses with archers on their backs charging towards them. 

			“Behind the trunk!” Angad screamed and everyone scrambled to cover. 

			“What do we do?” Loka asked. 

			Kautilya realised Nina was not behind the tree. She was running towards the charging horsemen. 

			“Nina, stop!” Kautilya cried.

			Nina screamed and charged. Arrows flew on all sides of her but somehow she dodged them all. But Kautilya knew that once Nina was in the middle of the horsemen there was no way she would get out. 

			Before Kautilya could come up with a plan Nina was already in their midst. 

			She managed to knock two soldiers off their horses. However, someone threw a chain around her neck and soon she was being strangled. Other chains followed, so tight she could not move. 

			“Were there more?” a soldier said.

			“Must have run off by now,” replied another. 

			“What do we do with this one?” continued the first. “Do we kill her? She’s a dwarf.”

			Kautilya peeked over the trunk. A soldier had pulled up Nina’s head by the hair and was inspecting her face.

			“This is a yakshi,” he said. “We need to take her back and put her on display.”

			“Get these chains off me and I’ll put you on display,” Nina said.

			The soldier slapped Nina across the face. “Shut up.”

			Kautilya dropped back to hide behind the trunk. She needed to find a way to distract the horsemen and pull Nina out. 

			She asked Angad, “Can you secretly get behind the humans?”

			Angad nodded.

			“Good,” Kautilya said, “creep up behind them. Once you’re ready, signal me with an ape call. As soon as you see the humans are distracted, leap in, grab Nina and run off. Understood?”

			“What about you?” Angad asked.

			“I’ll be all right,” Kautilya said. “Now go.”

			Angad signalled to Loka and Laka and they scrambled up the tree. Kautilya counted down the time and breathed slowly. She chanted some mantras to calm her nerves. 

			A shrill call broke her trance.

			She leapt out from behind the tree. “Soldiers!” she said.

			The soldiers turned and readied their weapons. “Here’s another one!” a soldier cried. 

			“Set the yakshi free,” Kautilya ordered. 

			“Set her free? Who in the three worlds are you?” he asked. 

			Kautilya walked into the light. 

			“She’s wearing a rakshasa mask,” Kautilya heard them murmur. “Is she one of them?”

			Kautilya took off her mask. “I am Kautilya Shveta, daughter of the late King Chandragupta Shveta.”

			The soldiers gasped. 

			“Is it really her?” one of them said.

			“Yes, I saw her at the swayamvar,” one soldier said. “Let’s capture her. There’s a huge bounty on her head.”

			Suddenly there was a scream and Angad slid down a vine to grab Nina. He pulled  her up  with the chains still wrapped on her throwing her captors off their horses.

			The soldiers screamed in shock and frustration. 

			“Forget them,” a soldier said. “Let’s get the so-called princess.”

			The soldiers charged towards Kautilya. 

			She closed her eyes and awaited her fate – then suddenly she felt her body being pulled up. 

			“On time, eh, princess?” She heard a familiar voice.

			“Ādi!” she gasped. “Good job hiding. I thought I had lost you.”

			Ādi tapped his nose. He grabbed her by the waist and leapt away from the horsemen through the forests.

			Soon Kautilya was back in safety. Angad quickly led them away from the prison town. After a few hours’ stealthy travel they reached the Rishyamukh hill. 

			“That was amazing, Kautilya,” Angad said. “The way you saved Nina. You put your own life at risk.” He turned to Nina. “What do you say? Do you want to go back to your old squad?”

			Nina, who had been silent all the way back to Rishyamukh, came up to Kautilya. 

			“Listen to me, princess,” she said. “I don’t care what you did for me today. I did not need your help, so do not think I owe you anything.” With that she stormed off.

			Angad watched Nina leave. He shook his head and turned to Kautilya. “I’m sorry. She owes you her life.”

			Kautilya shrugged. “I did my best.”

			Angad came close to Kautilya and took her hands, “Listen to me. You were Renuka’s friend. If you ever need anything, if you ever want a friend among apes, you can always find me.” With that he gestured to the rest of his squad and walked back into the cave. 

			“Let’s go,” Ādi said.

			“Thanks for watching my back,” Kautilya replied.

			“I will always watch your back, princess.” Ādi winked.

			Kautilya realised she was blushing. Then she remembered Jay and she shook it off. 

			She had failed to convince Nina to rejoin the squad, so her search for a second-in-command would go on. The best option would be to continue with Ādi. Whatever she decided on, she would need to do it soon. 

			***

			The squad was sitting in the trees waiting for the next oxcart. Soon one came trundling along with supplies. 

			Kautilya whistled at Ādi, who was on the other side of the road. He nodded in agreement. Saira was distracted by a butterfly that was fluttering about, until Ādi snapped his fingers next to her ear.

			The cart trundled to a point right below the squad and Kautilya nodded to Saira. She leapt in front of the oxcart and Ādi leapt down behind it. 

			“Hands over your head,” Saira ordered. “Get off the cart and walk to wherever you were looking to go. The cart and the bulls stay with us.”

			The hapless driver obeyed meekly and got down. Kautilya nodded to Ādi, who boarded the cart. 

			Suddenly there was a scream and a lot of scuffling inside the cart. After some time two soldiers flew out of the cart and Ādi leapt out after them. A dozen more soldiers followed.

			“Trap!” Ādi yelled and readied himself to fight. 

			Kautilya looked around at Saira who was ready to fight too. The three of them could take the soldiers. 

			Suddenly a trumpet sounded. One of the soldiers had blown a horn. Kautilya felt the ground rumbling.

			“Horses!” Saira cried. Suddenly half a dozen horsemen charged at them from both sides of the road.

			“What do we do now?” Saira demanded. “We can’t take them all.”

			 “Need a hand?” a very familiar voice said from the trees. Kautilya and the squad were overjoyed as. Nina leapt down and confronted the soldiers.

			“If you mess with my squad,” Nina said, “You mess with me!”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 41

			The Next Phase

			Kautilya and the squad assembled around a big canvas. Angad and his squad looked on in curiosity. 

			Kautilya pulled out a brush. “So, what does our army look like right now?”

			Nina pulled down Laka who was standing next to her and put him in a headlock. “Kind of like this.”

			“Let go of me, dwarf!” Laka struggled to escape.

			“Let him go, Nina,” Kautilya said and turned to the rest of the squad.

			“What do you mean, what do they look like?” Saira asked.

			“As in, how is the army organised,” Kautilya clarified.

			“It’s pretty straightforward,” Angad said. “We have fighters from a clan who pledge loyalty to their matriarch, the matriarch pledges loyalty to the chief of the tribe and the tribal chiefs pledge loyalty to the Lord Chief.”

			“So,” Kautilya began drawing the structure of the army on the canvas, “we have differently-sized teams trying to fight a common enemy together, and that is not a good idea. My teacher would always tell me the structure of an army should be like an arrow. The shape of the arrow is the structure, the material that makes the arrow is the abilities of the soldiers, the man who wields the arrow is the general and his technique is the strategy. Victory is the target.”

			Ādi began to yawn but controlled himself as Kautilya caught his eye.

			“So,” she said, “in our case, we need to unify everything: the structure, the strategy and our abilities. Today we start thinking of how we can structure the army. That means we need a good strategy first.”

			“Well, what is the strategy?” Nina asked.

			“It’s quite simple really,” Kautilya said, “Why are the humans able to defeat us in battle?”

			“Horses and weapons,” Nina said. “Their weapons are much better.”

			“They are just cruel,” Saira said, “and ruthless and cunning.”

			“Well,” Kautilya shrugged, “you are all correct. Their horses are a great advantage. They give them height, mobility and strength. Their weapons are of much higher quality than ours. And the reason they appear ruthless and cunning is because every soldier is trained to behave like a pawn in a game of chess. They operate mechanically: any command that is given to them pervades the entire army and every soldier listens. So they are capable of great ruthlessness because they do not think when they kill. They just obey. And they appear cunning because even the most complex tactic can easily be executed by the general at the helm of a human force.”

			Kautilya breathed out. “So now we need to counter each and every one of their advantages with our own strategy. To counter their horses, we need a force of spearmen. To counter their weapons we have to build smithies and workshops. We cannot make weapons of the same quality as theirs but we will counter that with the number of weapons we make. To counter their ruthlessness and cunning, we will have to train up an army with the same ability to respond to commands.”

			***

			“It’s a very interesting strategy,” The Lord Chief said, “but also very expensive. Where will we get these weapons?”

			“We can set up workshops,” Kautilya said. “We can’t get the quality of weapons that the humans have but we can compensate by the sheer numbers we make.”

			“And this trained army you’re talking about?” 

			“We train every ape above a certain age to fight,” Kautilya said. “The apes have a natural advantage over humans in that both women and men fight.”

			The Lord Chief turned to Yama. “What is your opinion?”

			Yama turned to the Lord Chief. “It’s a good plan. The restructuring of the army is something we definitely need...”

			“I think the girl has become overconfident and set off on a flight of fancy,” the Lord Chief said. “She has returned to her homeland, where whole cities are dedicated to the crafting of weapons and families send all their sons to join armies.”

			Kautilya began to speak but the Lord Chief raised her hand. “Firstly, if all our apes spend their days training and nights making weapons then who will feed the children and take care of the old?”

			Kautilya bowed her head.

			“Hey, give her some credit, chief,” Ādi interrupted. “She came up with something. Don’t just shoot down her ideas. I agree with everything she said. Why don’t you work out how it can be done, eh?”

			Druma snapped, “Ādi you are far out of line.”

			“It’s all right Druma,” the Lord Chief said. “Ādi really has taken a fancy to his human friend.”

			Ādi puffed out his chest. “She’s the sharpest person I’ve ever met. I support her completely.”

			Lord Chief smiled. She looked at Kautilya. “You already have loyalists, Kautilya. Should I fear for my throne?”

			“Maybe.” Ādi shrugged. Saira elbowed him. 

			Saira clarified. “He’s just joking.”

			“Specialisation,” Kautilya said.

			“Specialisation?” the Lord Chief asked. Her face contorted in confusion. “What do you mean by specialisation?”

			“Right now every ape does every task,” Kautilya said. “The same ape will farm and forage and take care of her children. All families are self-sufficient but the whole system is not very efficient.

			“Among humans, it’s not like that. There are clans dedicated to specific tasks. The warrior castes rule and fight, the priestly class teach and worship, and there are castes which trade and castes which farm.”

			The Lord Chief grimaced. “Are you suggesting introducing that heinous caste system to my people?”

			Kautilya shook her head. “No. I’m just saying let us delegate tasks. Based on the ape’s ability let us assign her or him specific jobs. Instead of ten apes going to forage for ten families let us delegate one ape to forage for ten families. Instead of every ape making their own weapon let us assign the most talented to make weapons for the whole army. It will lead to specialisation and will free up time for the apes dedicated to fighting.”

			The Lord Chief looked long and hard at Kautilya. She turned to Yama. “What do you think, warlord?”

			“I think it makes sense,” Yama said.

			“All right,” the Lord Chief said. “You have my approval to go ahead. What resources do you need?”

			Kautilya looked at Saira and Ādi. “I already have one squad, but I need a squad of apes to complete my team.”

			“Of course.” The Lord Chief nodded and turned to the court. “Who will help Kautilya set up the army?”

			Angad raised his hand.

			“Good,” the Lord Chief said. “Angad is very capable.”

			Kautilya smiled and nodded. “I’m looking forward to working as a team, Angad.”

			“Let’s free my sister,” Angad said.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 42

			Building The Army

			According to Akrama, the apes were the easiest nation to rule. They were docile and obedient.

			But now Kautilya realised how little she knew about the proud race. The idea that someone would be restricted to only one task was disgusting to the apes. They would not listen, particularly since the idea came from a human.

			That was where Angad came into the picture. He was a natural leader. The way he dealt with people reminded Kautilya a lot of Dhanush. The people obeyed him not out of fear but out of love. But there were those who did not love him as much.

			“Why should we listen to the human?” Vani said to Angad one day, “It’s the same as being ruled by one.”

			A lot of apes hooted in agreement. 

			“No,” Angad said. “She’s helping us build an army. The army will still be commanded by apes, we will just be better equipped to handle the humans.”

			Vani laughed. “We had an army before this runt came along. Why should it be any different now?”

			“We both know that our army is not perfect, Vani,” Angad said. “We need to get better to fight the humans. For all their faults they have the best-trained army among the terrestrial races.”

			“You sycophant,” Vani said. “If the humans are so great then why don’t we just join them.”

			The apes around them cheered. 

			Angad sighed and hung his head. Vani grinned in satisfaction.

			Nina had had enough. “Listen, you idiot,” she said, “these are orders from the Lord Chief and you’d better obey them. Or you will regret it.”

			“Well,” Vani said looking around. “I don’t see the Lord Chief anywhere.”

			Ādi walked up to her. “I can fix it that you see the Lord Chief all the time. “

			“What does that even mean?” Vani said.

			“I can show you,” Ādi said, “Want me to?”

			Vani looked defiant for a long moment. But after seeing Ādi in battle, she knew she could not take him on. She backed off.

			“Thanks,” Angad said.

			“Stand up for yourself,” Ādi whispered to Angad. “Unless you respect yourself no one else will.”

			Kautilya watched Ādi sit back down. He really had some pearls of wisdom. But when Kautilya turned to the apes and began explaining she could see the resentment building among them. 

			This would not do. Fear could only do so much to make citizens obey, and love only worked for a few of them. It was respect that they needed. And they would only feel respect if the leader was one of their own. 

			She looked at Angad cowering in the corner. If he did not take charge then their project was ultimately doomed to fail. 

			***

			Kautilya sat with Angad next to a levelled field and inspected the drills that the new ape infantry were performing.

			A troop of apes crawled from one side of the field to the next. It had been a month since the training had started, and Kautilya had made many revolutionary changes to the structure of the army. 

			Squads had been organised into companies with a single warrior in charge. These companies had then been consolidated into units with specialised skills. 

			All the warriors had been trained in the fundamentals like formations and basic armed combat. Then each unit had been trained separately in their specialist skill. 

			The biggest unit was the infantry, which was composed of basic foot soldiers. The apes were very adept at hand-to-hand combat. However, when it came to training them in how to use swords and spears Saira had surprised Kautilya with her skills. Wherever she had come from, she had received exceptional training in sword fighting. 

			They had set up a siege unit, specialised in assembling equipment like rams and ladders to capture towns with defensive walls. They were also specialised in the use of fire and projectiles. 

			Before launching any close-range attack on the enemy, however, the army needed to weaken them from a distance. For this purpose Kautilya set up a specialised archery unit. Every person who had lived in the forest knew how to use a bow and arrow. Kautilya just needed them to learn signals and practise coordinating their attacks. 

			Kautilya also discovered that the apes were really good at flinging spears, which could prove especially useful in penetrating the shields and strong armour of the humans. Another benefit of a spear-flinging unit was that unlike archers they were also capable of using their spears in close-range combat. Kautilya enlisted the help of Angad, who was adept with a spear, to train these apes.

			Finally, Kautilya set up an elite commando platoon. This was composed of five squads of warriors who reported to Yama in principle but Kautilya in practice. The commando unit would carry out high-risk missions to collect intelligence and to capture important enemy leaders. These five squads were led by Ādi. 

			However, a critical element in defeating the humans would be countering their cavalry units. This was where Kautilya met her biggest obstacle. 

			For his part, Angad began setting up the supply chain for the armies. He ordered farms to be set up. Mountainsides were carved up to form terraces and, cultivation started. There were no cattle to give milk but there was a variety of beans and lentils. Fruits and nuts were scoured from the forest. Angad made sure that all the citizens and warriors were well fed. 

			He also guided the set-up of smithies and workshops to make weapons for the armies. Though the quality did not match the weapons of the human forces, Kautilya realised that they were a good supplement to whatever the apes had managed to capture.

			Angad was smart and quickly learned all the essentials of statecraft. Kautilya saw in him great potential. The apes loved him, but...

			“Kautilya,” Nina broke into her thoughts, “the monkeys are going crazy. Some really strange behaviour.”

			“What happened?” Kautilya asked.

			“Vani is leading a riot,” Nina said. “Better follow me.”

			Kautilya stood up and Angad followed her. Soon they were in the centre of Vivila. 

			A large mob of apes had assembled. Nina and Angad broke a way through the crowd.

			Vani was standing triumphantly next to a line of bloodied prisoners. But these prisoners were not humans and they were much bigger than apes. They were... 

			“Bears,” Vani said. She hit the biggest one across the head. It growled. “We caught them hunting in our forests, killing innocent animals.” 

			The crowd jeered.

			“Why did you bring them here?” Kautilya asked.

			“To send a message to the rest of them,” Vani said. “If they hurt animals in our forests, they die.”

			The crowd cheered.

			Kautilya studied the smallest bear – she was definitely an adolescent – and walked up to her. There were tears in her eyes and blood coated her fur. She was scared.

			Kautilya turned to Angad. “Ask her to let them go.”

			Vani looked in amazement to Kautilya first and then Angad. “Why would I let them go? And why would I listen to him?”

			“Angad,” Kautilya said, ignoring Vani, “you need to let the bears go. They are a part of Dandaka too. We cannot hurt them.”

			Angad glanced around nervously and then looked at Kautilya. 

			“They are not our enemy,” Kautilya said. 

			Angad shrugged. 

			“They are mine,” Vani said. “Listen, pretty. The punishment for these creatures can only be meted out by real apes.”

			Kautilya shook her head. She told the bears. “Stand up.”

			The bears looked at Kautilya amazed.

			“Stand up,” Kautilya said. 

			The bears stood up.

			“I will escort you out,” Kautilya said.

			“What do you think you’re doing, human?” Vani asked.

			“I’m leading the bears out of here,” Kautilya said. “Get out of my way.”

			“Or what?” Vani asked. She looked down at Kautilya. “There is no rakshasa to protect you this time around. And the demigod is off too.”

			Kautilya stared straight into Vani’s eyes. “I don’t need either of them to take care of you. Want to find out?”

			Kautilya pulled out her bow and an arrow. She nocked the arrow and pointed it straight at Vani, who bared her fangs. 

			The apes around Vani grabbed her by the shoulders. “Let it go, Vani. Three filthy bears aren’t worth it.”

			Vani looked around and then stepped aside. 

			Kautilya led the bears away. Nina and Angad followed her.

			“Don’t get too cocky, Angad,” Vani said. “Neither your friends nor your mother will be in charge for long. And then you’d better watch out.”

			Angad gulped. “But I was on your side.”

			Nina sighed. “Have some guts!”

			Kautilya led the bears outside Vivila’s gates. “You can go now,” Kautilya said. “No one will harm you. But stay away from these forests for some time.” 

			The biggest one spoke. “Thank you for saving our lives, dear human. We are forever indebted.”

			“Just stay safe,” Kautilya said and she looked at the young bear. “And take care of her.”

			The two big bears wrapped their arms around the little one and nodded. Then they left. 

			Kautilya was saddened by the display that day. How could apes and bears fight each other when they were both being oppressed by humans?

			She turned around to see Angad waiting embarrassedly. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was of no help. But if I had supported you then a lot of apes would have been displeased.”

			Kautilya looked at Angad. “A leader has to fight for what is right, sometimes, against his own people. You have to become a leader, Angad. The apes will need you soon.” 

			Angad hung his head in shame.

			Kautilya grabbed Angad’s shoulder. “You are already loved enough, Angad. Now you need to be more than loved. You need to be obeyed.” 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 43

			A Break

			Soon, all the major tasks in the fledgling Dandaka Kingdom were organised. The older apes had taken up the responsibilities of foraging, cultivation and rationing food. Granaries and terrace fields had sprung up all over the hills. Apes who had lost an arm or leg in war were now dedicated to the task of crafting weaponry and maintaining the town. 

			Kautilya took particular interest in educating and bringing up the ape younglings. There was now a fledgling school. She realised that the Lord Chief too was interested in how this was shaping up. 

			The two months that passed in set-up had been really taxing for Kautilya. She hardly slept as she spent the days implementing her plans, the evenings reporting progress to the Lord Chief and the nights making plans for the next phase of the campaign. By the time she got back to her sleeping area, her squad would already be asleep and every morning she had to wake up much earlier than they did. She hated not being able to spend time with them. 

			At long last it seemed that the whole structure had stabilised. 

			“It is done,” Kautilya said. Her weariness had been replaced with relief. 

			The Lord Chief smiled. “You’ve done really well, Kautilya.”

			“Now on to the next part of the plan,” Yama said.

			Kautilya almost collapsed at the suggestion. 

			“Patience, Yama,” the Lord Chief said. “Do not forget that Kautilya is still a girl. Let her be with her friends a while and recuperate.” She turned to her. “There is a great temple to the Ape God in the higher hills. It is a beautiful temple, the air is fresh and the weather is cool. You and your squad should go there for the next week and spend time relaxing and praying.”

			The Lord Chief had not lost her maternal instincts. 

			***

			It had been a day and a night since Kautilya and the squad had left the confines of Rishykapu. The change of scenery was good for all the squad members. 

			Higher up in the hills, herds of beautiful animals grazed the land and rare birds would occasionally appear. Barong was having a great time chasing down wild critters. 

			 “Look, it’s a flying panda!” Nina screamed. 

			Kautilya looked and sure enough, gliding through the sky, were the red pandas with the wing flaps between their arms and legs that helped them glide from one tree to the next.

			“They’re so adorable,” Saira said.

			Ādi called to the others, “You need to hurry up. There’s a beautiful stream up ahead. It’ll be great to camp there.”

			“Stop running around so much, Ādi,” Saira said. “You’re panting like crazy. The air here is thinner, you know.”

			Ādi blew a raspberry at Saira and ran off again with Barong in tow. 

			“He’s such a child.” Saira shook her head. 

			“Yeah, but he’s really kind at heart,” Kautilya said. “And fiercely loyal.”

			Saira nodded. “Yeah, he’s capable of a lot of love. Anyway, you’ve been really busy the past few months.”

			Kautilya put a palm to her face. “You have no idea. It was insane. It’s amazing that the apes have survived this long with the sort of lifestyle they lead. It’s amazing they managed to build Rishyamukh, for example. I wonder how they did it.”

			“I’ve heard,” Saira said, “that the apes used to be very well structured and organised before. Once the humans took over they broke up a lot of their institutions and made most of them slaves. The only ones that escaped that fate were the apes of the hills, who were basically tribal folk.”

			Kautilya nodded. “That makes sense.”

			Saira pursed her lips. “Do you think it is a good idea for you to interfere with their way of life?”

			Kautilya sighed. “It’s never a good idea to interfere with anyone’s way of life. But sometimes you have to change according to the realities of the world. To cling onto traditions and customs for the sake of clinging on isn’t very smart, is it?”

			Saira nodded. “You’re very smart, Kautilya.”

			“Hey, Kautilya, check this out,” Nina said. “I made a portrait of the human king.”

			Kautilya looked and saw a sketch of an ugly man with a large head, a hooked nose, receding hairline, evil eyes and a moustache. 

			“That’s not what he looks like,” Kautilya laughed.

			“All humans look the same to me.” Nina shrugged.

			“You think I look like that?” Kautilya said.

			Nina screwed up her eyes at the portrait, looked at Kautilya and then back at the portrait again. “Yeah, maybe.”

			“Hey, flatface,” Ādi called Nina from a distance. “Hurry up, we don’t have all day.”

			“We have five days!” Nina screamed back.

			Ādi looked forlorn. “Whatever suits you. Barong and I want to do as much as possible with our holiday.”

			Suddenly Barong pounced on Ādi and they began wrestling. Kautilya watched longingly. 

			“Want him as a pet?” Nina asked Kautilya. 

			“Isn’t Barong already our pet?” Kautilya said. 

			“I didn’t mean Barong.” She giggled and ran off. 

			“Sorry,” Kautilya said to Saira. “Nina is so stupid sometimes.”

			Saira smiled. “The thing is, they aren’t pretentious. They’ve been brought up to be honest and genuine. Not pretentious like the so-called cultured folks.”

			“But you’re different,” Kautilya said.

			“The two of us are very similar, you know,” Saira said.

			Kautilya nodded. She wondered why.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 44

			Temple Of The Ape God

			“Beautiful,” Saira exclaimed, and Kautilya had to agree. 

			They had finally reached the Temple of the Ape God. It had three golden spires and a moss-covered stone façade, and was built over a waterfall. 

			Several apes were crossing the waters carrying offerings above their heads.

			“No, Barong,” Ādi reprimanded the cub. “You cannot come into the temple. You have to stay here.”

			Barong bowed his head mournfully, wanting to be part of the visit.

			“It’s all right, child,” an old voice said. “Let him go. The Ape God does not distinguish between creatures. He loves everyone the same. ”

			Barong’s ears perked up and before anyone could stop him he bounded through the water and into the temple. On the way, he frightened a few pilgrims who fell into the water.

			Kautilya turned to see an old bear wrapped in brown cloth sitting on a boulder. Her forehead was covered in ceremonial ash. Instinctively, Kautilya reached to touch the bear’s rear paws.

			“Live long, child,” the bear said. “You must be the girl everyone tells me about. And this must be your squad of heroes.”

			Who was this bear? Kautilya thought.

			“Come,” she said getting off the boulder, “let me guide you through the temple. Do you have any offerings to the Ape God?” 

			Ādi pulled out four red bundles from his sack, one for each of the squad members. 

			The bear sniffed. “Honey, lemon, sandalwood, turmeric and pomegranate.” She purred in pleasure. “The Ape God will be pleased. Carry the bundle on your head as you walk to the temple.”

			As Kautilya stepped into the stream, the cold water gave her great relief. It seemed as if all exhaustion had been sucked out of her and replaced with energy.

			She put the bundle with the sandalwood on her head.

			“Who is she?” Saira whispered to Kautilya. 

			“I don’t know,” Kautilya said.

			The bear led them up the steps and into the main chamber. 

			Here everyone paused to ring a bell that was hanging at the entrance.

			A giant gold idol of the Ape God stood in the centre of the main chamber. Kautilya realised that the humans did not know of this location or that statue would have been stolen away years ago. 

			The hall was silent except for the chanting of the ape priests who sat at the foot of the idol and the ringing of the temple bell as worshippers walked in. 

			“Place your offerings at the foot of the Ape God’s idol, pray to Him and then receive what the priests offer you,” the bear whispered to them. 

			One by one the squad members went and made their offerings. In return, their foreheads were smeared with ash and they were given a clay bowl of mashed bananas. 

			Finally, Kautilya walked up to the idol. She placed the bundle at the foot of the idol. She bowed her head to the Ape God’s feet and offered her prayer.

			O Ape God, give me the strength to defeat my brothers, Kautilya prayed. She felt a surge of energy course through her. Her heart beat faster. She knew the Ape God must have heard her prayers.

			She looked up and the ape priest smeared her forehead with ash and then put a bowl of mashed bananas in her hands. Kautilya thanked him.

			“How do you feel?” the bear asked Kautilya when she walked out of the temple.

			“Like some magical energy has empowered me,” Kautilya replied.

			“That is good,” the bear said. “Your people have caused a lot of pain to the Ape God’s devotees. Yet he listens to your prayers. Everyone is welcome in the Ape God’s presence.”

			As she said that a couple of tiny yellow flycatchers flew around Kautilya and Ādi. The bear began tweeting to them. 

			“What happened?” Kautilya asked.

			“They think you are a couple,” she said. “They want both of you to play with them.”

			Ādi choked on the mashed bananas he was eating. 

			“They are the couple,” Kautilya said. She pointed to Saira. 

			“Don’t worry,” the bear said, “they are just foolish little birds.”

			“Thanks for guiding us,” Kautilya said and touched her paws again.

			“Thanks for letting me guide you,” the bear said. “My blessings go along with the Ape God’s.”

			After taking the bear’s blessings the squad began to descend the mountain. 

			“A talking bear,” Nina said. “I never thought I would see any of those.”

			“Bears live in Dandaka too,” Kautilya said. “They’re not as numerous as the apes but they are an important nation. I have seen several slaves...” Kautilya immediately regretted starting the sentence.

			“How come they’re not part of the rebellion?” Nina asked.

			Kautilya wondered the same. The bears had suffered equally under human rule. But she hadn’t seen any in Rishyamukh.

			“They don’t get along,” Ādi said. “That’s what Druma told me. Apparently the bears went insane a long time ago. They became cannibals and started doing witchcraft. All sorts of weird stuff. Druma reckons that once the apes kick out the humans their next aim will be to get rid of the bears.”

			“But that old bear was so nice,” Saira said. 

			Kautilya realised that there had to be more to it than that. 

			When it was dusk, the squad camped next to a stream that Ādi had scouted. After their dinner, they laid down to sleep. 

			***

			Kautilya was chained to the wall. 

			Dhanush walked up to her. “I gave you a chance,” he said, “but you did not listen. Hayan, it is time.”

			Was it finally her turn?

			Hayan placed his talons on her chest. She remembered what he had done to Renuka. 

			She would not scream. She would not give in to the pain. 

			The talons sank in. She did not scream. 

			The talons began to tear her flesh apart. 

			It hurt more than she had imagined. She began to scream.

			 

			Kautilya startled awake. She stared up at the starry sky. A shooting star flew past. 

			“Do you know what a falling star means?” Ādi said. “Someone is lovelorn.”

			Kautilya raised her head to see him crouched in a corner.

			“Hey, princess,” Ādi said, “can’t sleep?”

			“Why are you awake?” Kautilya asked. “It was Nina’s turn to do guard duty.”

			“She fell asleep,” Ādi said. “I didn’t want to wake her up. She must be tired from the trek.”

			Kautilya sat up. “I can do watch duty, you know. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”

			“It’s all right,” Ādi said. “I have too many things on my mind. You can keep me company.” His eyes lingered on her. “Are you all right? You’re feverish.”

			“I had a nightmare,” she said. “It scared me.”

			“I have nightmares too.” Ādi walked up and embraced her. “Nothing cures a nightmare better than a tight hug.”

			Kautilya was shocked at first. But then it felt good. She hugged him back. 

			Suddenly Ādi leapt to his feet.

			“Nina, Saira,” Ādi said. “Princess...”

			Kautilya turned around and pretended to just be waking up. 

			“What happened?” Kautilya asked.

			“We have company,” Ādi said. His fingers were curled into the claw mudra. 

			“What do we have here?” a gravelly voice broke through the bushes around the meadows. Ādi and Saira leapt to their feet. Barong protected Kautilya and Nina. 

			“These aren’t apes,” another voice said. 

			Kautilya saw shadowy figures in the trees. She made out that they were not humans, but they were much bigger than apes. The bushes parted and the creatures stepped out. 

			“Bears!” Kautilya gasped in recognition. 

			“Look,” one of them said, “they have a human with them. What do we do with them?”

			A giant bear stepped forward. “What do we normally do with the humans we meet?” He beat his chest and a necklace of human skulls rattled against it. 

			Kautilya gulped.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 45

			Camp Of The Outcasts

			“You’d better not touch her,” Ādi said. 

			“Yes,” Saira added. “She’s fighting the humans. She’s on our side.”

			The giant bear studied the squad. He turned to the rest of the bears. 

			“Kill them all,” he said.

			Immediately the bears lifted up their stone maces and charged. Kautilya readied herself for the fight.

			“Stop!” a voice commanded. The bears halted and looked in the direction of the command. 

			The old bear from the temple walked into their midst. All the bears immediately fell to their knees. 

			“The Boar Killer,” the giant bear gasped.

			Kautilya’s eyes widened as she realised who the bear was. This was the legendary hermit who had stopped the Boar. 

			The hermit turned to the giant bear. “Sabu, these are our friends. We should take good care of them.”

			The bear nodded.

			“Would you children like to visit our humble abode?” the hermit asked.

			Kautilya nodded. 

			“I am sorry if they scared you,” the hermit said. “They look scary but they are kind when you get to know them.”

			“I didn’t realise who you were,” Kautilya said as they walked through the forests to the bear camp.

			“That’s all right,” the hermit said. “You treated me with respect despite that. If you had annoyed me then I wouldn’t have bothered following you downhill to make sure my kin did not kill you.” 

			“Did you really kill the Riverbuilder and his boar?” Kautilya asked.

			The hermit shook her head. “In his quest to connect all of Bharat, the Riverbuilder did not care about the lives of the few, not even his own. He could have turned back when I warned him. But he trudged on relentless.”

			“So,” Kautilya said, “his ruthlessness was rewarded by death.”

			“It often is,” the hermit said, “but that is the nature of all great quests. There is always a price to pay. Take the great astra-wielders of legend. The most powerful astras can only be obtained through the harshest penance.”

			Kautilya was amazed. “What do you know about astras?”

			“Quite a bit,” the hermit said, “I was an astra-wielder once. Long ago…”

			“Was your patron god, the Ape God?” Kautilya asked.

			The hermit nodded. “As well as the Goddess.”

			“This is unbelievable,” Kautilya said, “I could use your advice. I have an astra that is under the patronage of the Goddess, the Hamsastra. But I cannot use it and I do not understand why.”

			The hermit gasped. “Do not use it. The Goddess’s patronage makes one powerful but for the use of her mightier astras one has to make a great sacrifice.”

			“What do you mean?” Kautilya asked. 

			“There is a reason I gave up wielding the astras of the Goddess.” the hermit said, “Each time you use it, you have to sacrifice the life of  someone you love. Do not go down that path, Kautilya, it is a path that leads to bad karma.”

			Her words hit home.“Why would the Goddess put a condition like that?” Kautilya asked, “Isn’t she the most kind-hearted of all the deities?”

			“It is out of her kindness she does it,” the hermit said, “In her wisdom, she has made it so that those bestowed with her power only use it when the need is dire. And to sacrifice someone you love, the purpose would have to be greater than oneself and even one’s family.”

			“Quails! I can smell quails.” Ādi suddenly perked up and started sniffing. He turned around excitedly to Nina, who could not believe her ears.

			“You folk eat meat?” Nina asked the hermit.

			“Not I,” the hermit said. “But yes, my tribesmen do.”

			Kautilya realised why the apes and the bears did not get along.

			“You like quails, eh?” Sabu asked Ādi. 

			“I will eat your day’s supply,” Ādi said. He pointed to Barong. “And he’ll eat a year’s supply.”

			Soon they were at the bears’ camp. They lived in tents made of animal skins and herded wild bison and drank their milk. 

			Ādi, Nina and Barong ran towards a spot where wildfowl were being cooked on a spit. They leapt onto them as if they had been starving for years. 

			Kautilya turned away to see Saira. “Makes you sick, right?” Saira asked. Kautilya nodded.

			“It’s just our way of life, child,” the hermit said. “They are omnivores. They cannot just live on fruits and roots like the apes. They need to eat meat.”

			“But you don’t,” Kautilya said.

			“I do not need to eat at all,” the hermit said. “The blessing of my lord nourishes me.”

			“Is this why the apes hate the bears?” Kautilya asked.

			“Yes,” the hermit said. 

			Kautilya studied the wild bison. Suddenly she saw a beautiful white horse among them.

			“A horse?” Kautilya gasped.

			“We have a few,” the hermit said, “Sabu and his raiders occasionally bring them as part of the spoils.”

			Sabu nodded. “They don’t give milk and they’re too beautiful to want to eat. We just keep them here for their beauty.”

			Kautilya smiled. “You can ride them,” she said.

			“How?” Sabu asked. “We tried doing it but we were never able to work it out. A few bears had their teeth knocked out when they tried.”

			“I can show you,” she said. She walked over to the horse and petted it. Soon the horse submitted to her control and she was riding it around the puzzled bison. Little bear cubs cheered her on. She felt ecstatic. She had not been able to ride horses in front of the apes, but now she felt one with the wind. 

			“Hey, princess,” she heard Ādi say. She turned to see that he was keeping pace with her. He was chasing her down, in fact. “I did not know princesses could ride. Do you want to race?”

			Kautilya smiled. “This princess will make you bite the dust.” 

			She spurred the horse with her heels and it raced forward. Ādi tried to keep pace but Kautilya was unstoppable. She rode the horse through the village and after some time came to a halt back among the bison. She leapt off and kissed the side of the horse’s neck. “You are beautiful,” she whispered to the beast. Ādi reached her after a few moments.

			“You surprise me all the time, princess,” Ādi said.

			Kautilya smiled and winked at him. 

			The squad, the bear cubs and Sabu were cheering her.

			“That was amazing,” Sabu said as Kautilya walked back to them. “You need to teach us how to do that.”

			“I would,” Kautilya sighed, “if I had the time.” She turned to the hermit. “Do you know about the rebellion?”

			The hermit nodded. “I have heard. They have made good progress under Indira and the new warlord.”

			Nina pointed her thumb at Kautilya. “She’s the real mastermind behind it all.”

			The hermit and Sabu looked at Kautilya impressed.

			“Your tribe would be of great help in fighting the humans,” Kautilya said. “Your warriors look strong.”

			“The apes have requested our support in fighting the humans several times,” Sabu said.

			“Then why do you not support them?” Kautilya asked.

			“Because they hate us,” Sabu said. “What do you think the apes will do as soon as we help them oust the humans? They will come after us.”

			“You don’t know that for sure,” Kautilya said. “As of now both of you are oppressed by the same rulers. You need to break your shackles.”

			“Will they accept a bear as their king?” Sabu asked. 

			Kautilya did not know the answer to that.

			“For bears,” Sabu said, “being ruled by apes and being ruled by humans is the same. Both make our lives miserable. For now we are content the way we are.” 

			“Hey!” Suddenly a young bear came running to Kautilya. She was followed by two big bears.

			Kautilya recognised them from the other day. 

			“We came to pay our respects,” the big bear said.

			“How do you know her?” Sabu asked.

			The bears related all that had happened. 

			“I like you more and more, dear Kautilya,” the hermit said.

			“Thank you for saving my brother,” Sabu said. “But you also know why we don’t support the apes. They are just as bad as the humans.”

			“That’s not true, Sabu,” Kautilya said. “There are bad apes as surely as there are bad bears. You cannot expect all of them to be the same. The Lord Chief of Dandaka wants freedom for all the races that live here. If you want to stay out of the battle that’s your choice but don’t blame the apes for it.”

			Sabu shook his head. “Why should we fight?”

			“To take back your land,” Kautilya said. “To be able to live in a country where your mind is without fear and your head is held high. Don’t let vendetta keep you split, Sabu. If you don’t band together then both your races will go extinct.”

			“Kautilya,” Sabu said, “you are wise. Maybe you are correct. We should help the apes. But you know they do not like us near them.”

			“A friend of mine once told me,” Kautilya said, “sometimes we do not choose our friends, the friendship chooses us.”

			Sabu was silent. 

			“Come now,” the hermit said. “We will give you a place to stay for the night and you can set off in the morning.” 

			The squad spent that night in the bears’ camp. The next day they packed their bags while Barong stuffed himself with meat, and soon they were ready to leave. 

			The three bears from before, along with the hermit and Sabu, were there to see them off. 

			Sabu beckoned to Kautilya and she went over to him. 

			“Thanks for your hospitality,” she said.

			“Thanks for giving us the opportunity,” Sabu said.

			Kautilya nodded. “Maybe someday the apes will be able to see the hospitality of the bears. If they survive this…”

			 “We will fight,” Sabu said. “Tell the apes, we will join them if we are needed.”

			“You will?” Kautilya gasped. 

			“There is no honour…” Sabu said, “in living a shackled life.”

			This was great news. Their forces would be bolstered. “You will be needed soon.”

			The squad cheered. Their army was getting stronger by the day. 

			“I see you, a band of children from all over Triloka,” the hermit said. “There is a human, a yakshi, a demigod, a...” she paused when she looked at Ādi. “And all of you bond together and love each other. I can feel your love. You have a great mission, children. A great responsibility has been placed on your young shoulders...”

			“Freedom for the apes and bears,” Nina said.

			“Freedom for all the three worlds of Triloka,” the hermit said, “this is just the beginning. But stay strong. If you lose faith in your cause then your enemy shall prevail.”

			“Bless us,” Kautilya said.

			“My blessings are with you, child. And so are the blessings of the Ape God. Fight,” the hermit said. “Fight like you have never fought before.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 46

			It Was Time

			The Lord Chief watched the last pile of weapons being unloaded near the warehouse, which was now overflowing with gold, grain and tools of war. There were almost a hundred horses standing outside the granary. They stank and attracted flies. 

			The apes had become strong. But the humans still occupied the hills.

			It still felt like yesterday that Renuka had been stripped from her. 

			The humans had wanted the apes to surrender in return for the release of her daughter. But she had refused. 

			It had been a painful decision. But that was because every ape child in the nation seemed like her own blood. She could not choose between them.

			She had given Renuka up for dead and would have continued that way had Kautilya not turned up. Now there was hope that she could fulfil both her roles as mother and Lord Chief. 

			Her Dandaka would be powerful again. The miracle they had wrought in the hills would be repeated across the plains. All of Dandaka would be well fed and apes would be a proud race again.

			“Lord Chief.” She heard Yama creep up behind her. 

			“Yama,” she greeted him. “How are you this fine day?”

			“I am well, Lord Chief,” Yama said. “How are you?”

			“I could be better,” she said. “The looting campaign is a success but I’m worried that the humans have become more ruthless with the population. How long will the looting carry on?”

			“We are draining our enemy’s resources, Lord Chief,” Yama said. “It’s been working really well so far. We have a lot of grain and gold.”

			“But it’s not gold and grain we want, is it?” the Lord Chief snapped. “It’s freedom for our future generations. Our strategy is also affecting our sisters and brothers in the occupied lands. I hear rumours of starvation and diseases running rampant. How long do we plan to let apes suffer this misery?” 

			Yama stared blankly at the Lord Chief. She sighed. “I apologise, Yama. I know your squad has been doing a great job. But the pressure is building. Negotiations with the asura for aid have fallen through. They do not believe we can defeat the humans.”

			Yama shook his head. “Don’t pay too much heed to the asura, Lord Chief. They just want to weaken the allies of the demigods. However, we’ll be ready to launch the next phase of our plan soon.”

			The Lord Chief had been hearing this for months. “How soon, warlord?” 

			“In fact, I’ve come to fetch you to brief you about the plan right now,” Yama said.

			The Lord Chief felt her heart skip a beat. “Right now?” 

			Yama nodded. “We can launch the next phase within the week.”

			“Lead the way, warlord,” the Lord Chief said. 

			Yama nodded and soon they were in the war tent. Druma, the generals and the young human awaited the Lord Chief’s arrival. 

			In front of them was unfurled the map of the Kishkinda hills. 

			“That’s a detailed map you have there,” the Lord Chief ventured. “Newly drawn too.”

			Yama nodded. “It’s Kautilya’s handiwork.”

			The Lord Chief turned to Kautilya. 

			“Good job, girl,” she said. “I guess that is a reason to keep you alive a bit longer.”

			Kautilya gulped and the Lord Chief laughed. She was cute. 

			“So what is this plan, Yama?” the Lord Chief asked.

			“Well, the plan is quite...” he paused, then turned to Kautilya. “Why don’t you explain it, Kautilya?”

			Kautilya began explaining her plan. The Lord Chief was sceptical at first but soon Kautilya hit her stride. She detailed every aspect of the plan and explained it beautifully. 

			“I have heard enough,” the Lord Chief said. 

			The whole tent was silent.

			“That is a preposterous and dangerous plan,” she said. “No one would even think of attempting it.” 

			The generals began to protest and the Lord Chief immediately raised her fist to silence them. “But that makes the attack more surprising. Let’s do it. Good work, Kautilya.”

			The generals cheered.

			The Lord Chief turned to Yama. “I want this plan to be launched tonight.”

			Everyone looked at Yama expectantly, hoping that he would mount at least a semblance of protest. But he did not.

			“All right,” the Lord Chief said as she left. “May the gods give you strength.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 47

			Intrusion

			“So are you all clear?” Kautilya asked. 

			The squad members nodded. 

			Kautilya looked up at the full moon. She had wanted to launch the attack on the new moon which was two weeks from tonight. The lack of light would have benefited them. 

			She also felt tired. She had been restless and had not slept the night before. And now here she was, about to lead a stealth mission into the very prison town she had scouted two months ago.

			“Are you all right, princess?” Ādi asked.

			Ādi had painted his hair black and was wearing the black dhoti that was now the uniform of Dhanush’s military. The two of them had to play the role of prison guards. That day they had managed to capture two human soldiers and retrieve their uniforms and golden pendants and horses. 

			She looked at Ādi’s usual confident expression and sought to take mental strength and calmness from him. After all, in the gurukul she had been taught that a leader should never show fear or it spread through her warriors.

			“Of course,” Kautilya said. “Just thinking about stuff.”

			As usual, she had written down and memorised every possible action the enemy might take and how she would react. But there was the possibility that the enemy could surprise her. 

			“Also,” Kautilya said, “wasn’t one more squad supposed to join us tonight?”

			“I think that’s them coming,” Nina said, pointing to behind Kautilya.

			Kautilya turned to see Yama, Druma and Angad’s squad making their way to them. 

			Yama raised his fist. “Minds without fear.”

			The squad responded, “Heads held high.”

			Yama rubbed Barong’s head and then announced, “It was too late to find a suitable squad to bolster your efforts.”

			The squad groaned.

			“So we decided that we will join you,” Yama said. “I hope we will not slow you down.”

			Kautilya felt a surge of confidence. She was going to be joined by the best warriors in all the rebel forces. 

			“This is fantastic,” Kautilya said. “You already know the whole plan, don’t you?”

			“Remind me,” Yama said.

			The new arrivals sat around Kautilya and once again she ran through the plan. They were to infiltrate Vivila. Kautilya and Ādi would pretend to be human soldiers. Hopefully, the cover of the night would allow them to get in without suspicion.

			Once in, the plan was to free all the prisoners and then use the mayhem to open the gates. 

			“Brilliant,” Yama said. “So let’s go.”

			Soon the team was on their way. Kautilya led them on horseback and Ādi followed, also on horseback, behind the team, who acted as if they were prisoners. Yama and Druma had their heads covered in conical straw hats and their bodies covered in the traditional ape shawl to prevent any of the humans from recognising them. 

			“Stupid horse,” Ādi grumbled from behind the team.

			“What happened?” Kautilya said bringing her horse to a halt. Kautilya had hoped that Ādi’s horse would just follow her own and there wouldn’t be any problems. However, his horse had started huffing around. 

			“I don’t know,” Ādi said. “The stupid thing is annoyed with me for some reason,” 

			“Isn’t everyone annoyed with you?” Nina said.

			“Shut up,” Ādi said and his horse immediately tried to throw him off his saddle.

			Kautilya began to turn her horse around but Yama began stroking its neck and it calmed down. 

			“I’ll lead the horse till the prison gates,” Yama said. “Once it’s in familiar surroundings it will be fine.”

			Kautilya nodded and soon the party was on their way again. 

			After a while the prison town came into view. “Everyone,” Kautilya announced, “no movements and no noises. Let me handle this.”

			Kautilya could see that the guards on top of the turrets on either side of the gates had spotted them and had immediately become alert.

			As they walked up to the gate Kautilya raised her palm. In a deep voice, she said, “Hail war!”

			Ādi who was behind her followed cue. The guard on top of the towers lit up torches and shone light on the party.

			“Hail war!” the guards said. “What were you doing out in the forests at night?”

			“We had gone to Kishkinda,” Kautilya said. “They wanted to send in some prisoners.” She pulled out a pendant and showed it to the tower guards.

			“All right,” the tower guards said, apparently convinced by Kautilya’s human accent. “Open the gates.”

			Slowly the metal gates began to rise. Kautilya breathed out. They were now heading into the lion’s den. The whole town was filled with military personnel. One bad move and they would be exposed and their whole mission would end in failure.

			“Stay still!,” Ādi hissed from behind her. Kautilya turned to see that Ādi had totally lost control of the horse and it was galloping into the prison town. 

			Kautilya gasped and reached for the reins of the horse as it passed her, but she missed. 

			An officer grabbed the reins and the horse stopped. Kautilya’s heart beat fast.

			“What are you playing at, boy?” the officer demanded.

			Don’t say anything. Kautilya hoped to mentally transmit the instruction to Ādi. His accent would give away the fact that he was not a human. 

			Ādi did not respond. 

			“Why are your eyes closed?” the officer asked again.

			“Something went into his eyes on the way,” Kautilya said. “That’s why he lost control of the horse.”

			“Are you both stupid?” the officer said. “Get off the horse, fool.” Ādi leapt down and the officer whacked him on his head. “Do you want to get killed? Riding a horse blind!” 

			He then turned to Kautilya. “Lead these men away before I kick your tail back to training.”

			Kautilya nodded. She rode the horse forward and grabbed Ādi’s horse by its reins. Then she led the whole party towards the prisoner registry camp that they had scouted in the preceding weeks. 

			Behind her she heard the metal gates go down. 

			“Good job, keeping your cool,” Kautilya whispered to Ādi when they were out of earshot. 

			“I am going to take care of that guy when this goes down,” Ādi said.

			“Halt,” the officer’s voice said from behind. “What’s this on my hand? Have you painted your hair?”

			“Oh no,” Kautilya said. They continued to trudge on.

			“Halt!” the officer repeated. 

			Kautilya looked at Yama. Yama looked back at Druma. Druma shrugged. 

			He threw away his straw hat and his shawl and roared. The whole camp shook. 

			“Start running,” Yama said. “We have to free the prisoners.”

			Kautilya nodded and gestured at the rest of the squad. They began to race towards the prison registry where the keys were kept. Meanwhile Druma, Yama and the apes covered their backs and fought off all incoming human attackers.

			“What do we do now?” Nina asked as she ran towards the prison cells. “How are we going to free the prisoners?”

			Kautilya pulled an arrow from her quiver. “Agnyastra!” 

			Then she launched the arrow. Immediately the prison wall exploded, creating a huge hole. Ape prisoners poured out and came to the team’s aid. 

			Saira looked at the hole and gasped. “Good job, Kautilya.”

			“Riot!” Nina screamed and turned on the prison guards who had started coming out of their quarters.

			Kautilya saw a large cauldron of flaming oil that was lighting up the whole prison town. This gave Kautilya an idea.

			“Ring formation!” Kautilya screamed. Nobody heard her. 

			“Ring formation!” Nina thundered and the whole squad formed a circle around Kautilya. She pulled out an arrow and launched it at the cauldron. The cauldron did not budge.

			Ādi grabbed a soldier and flung him at the cauldron. The cauldron tilted and immediately everything around it caught fire.

			“Squad,” Kautilya said, “create as much confusion as you can.”

			“We’re experts at that, princess.” Ādi laughed maniacally. He leapt out of the ring formation, jumped into a squad of prison guards and began taking them down one by one.

			There was an explosion and the camp was briefly lit up. Kautilya looked up and saw that one of the guards had launched a flare arrow that burst in the sky. Reinforcements would arrive soon.

			Meanwhile, the fire had started spreading properly through the prison. 

			“Saira, we need to get the gates open,” she shouted.

			Saira nodded. “What do I have to do?”

			Kautilya gestured to her to fly towards the tower. Saira called out, “Ādi, we need the gates open.” 

			Kautilya snapped the reins and they raced towards the prison gates. Ādi heard and began running after the horse.

			“So what’s the plan?” Saira asked. She flew along with Kautilya to block the arrows that were being shot at them. “Are you going to launch some more exploding arrows?”

			“The gates and walls are resistant to astras,” Kautilya said. 

			“Any other tricks up your sleeve?” Saira asked Kautilya. 

			“We’ll just have to get to the gate mechanism,” Kautilya said.

			Saira laughed. “Back to the basics?” 

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “You and Ādi should be able to take care of it, right?” 

			A roar erupted through the prison. Kautilya saw that piles of guards had fallen on all sides of Druma and Yama. Almost fifty guards had formed a circle around them, but the humans kept their distance.

			“Yeah,” Saira said. “The guards have scarier things to worry about.”

			Kautilya looked around to see complete chaos. Prisoners ran about fighting guards. Some had managed to get weapons from the fallen guards while others fought bare-handed. The fire had spread now, with a significant part of the east wall on alight, and some of the outposts as well. 

			“See you later,” Ādi said as he finally overtook the galloping horse. He reached the tower that housed the gate’s control mechanism and began pulling at the door.

			“Watch out!” Saira screamed at Ādi. Kautilya looked up at the gate tower and saw that two guards were about to pour boiling oil down the tower wall to prevent Ādi from entering. 

			Kautilya pulled out another arrow and shot one of the guards. He fell down the tower. The other guard was not able to handle the cauldron of boiling oil on his own and it tilted towards him. 

			Kautilya turned her face away. She pulled the horse to a stop and Saira leapt off. Ādi had not managed to open the guard tower door yet. 

			“Cursed iron bars,” Ādi said, panting. “There’s no way we’re getting that gate open.”

			Kautilya jumped off the horse. She pulled a hair out and with a Kadgāstra she turned it into a steel wire. Then she unlocked the gate. 

			“Let’s go,” Kautilya said.

			“Show-off,” Ādi said and began to run up the staircase. Kautilya followed him. Saira flew up. 

			When Kautilya reached the top Ādi was in a stand-off with a giant guard who Kautilya recognised as one of the most feared warriors in the human army. 

			“Ādi,” Kautilya said, “you should keep your distance.”

			Ādi raised his hand. “I can handle this.”

			“But...” Kautilya began.

			Ādi charged into the human guard with his mudras ready. The guard punched Ādi in the face, disorienting him.

			“Ādi, you have to use your speed,” Kautilya said.

			But Ādi would not listen. He charged in and grabbed the guard by his arms. They were now in a lock.

			Kautilya shook her head. Ādi could solve this much quicker if he used his speed instead of just his strength.

			Suddenly Ādi rammed his head into the guard’s face. The guard screamed in pain. Ādi took the opportunity to shove him into the keep that controlled the tower. 

			The two warriors crashed in and the wall collapsed on top of them. 

			“What’s going on?” Saira asked as she flew up to her.

			There was a sudden movement in the collapsed walls and Ādi burst out of the rubble. He grinned in satisfaction. “See, I got him. You think way too much, Kautilya.”

			Kautilya gave Ādi a dark look. “Oh yeah? How do we enter the tower now?”

			Ādi looked around. The collapsed wall was blocking their entrance. He looked at Kautilya like a cat that had spilled milk. 

			“Wait, I can handle this,” Ādi said. He began punching at the collapsed wall. 

			“Ādi, no!” Kautilya screamed.

			The wall broke into two. A giant piece slid off and fell into the melee below. Kautilya looked over, expecting the worst. Fortunately, no one had been crushed by the debris.

			When she looked up, Ādi was already in the tower turning the crank that opened the gate.  

			The gates to the prison town began sliding up.

			“Problem solved,” Ādi said. 

			“Ādi,” Kautilya said, “you cannot punch your way out of every problem.”

			Ādi shrugged. “It’s worked great for me so far.”

			Suddenly there were loud screams as hundreds of apes poured into the town. 

			The reinforcements had arrived. The Lord Chief and her troops had been waiting in the forest, and there was no way the humans could fight so many apes.

			 “Victory!” Ādi screamed. 

			Druma’s ears had picked up the sound. He roared again and mauled the remaining guards that were opposing him. Yama followed behind him.

			Kautilya, Ādi and Saira helped the invading apes. Soon the whole town was in their control. 

			Nina and the ape squad were waiting for them outside. 

			“Is it time to scoot?” Nina asked.

			Kautilya nodded.

			“So what was our plan now?” Nina asked.

			Suddenly a battle-conch sounded in the distance. Kautilya knew the flare had been seen by human reinforcements. 

			Kautilya sighed. “Start praying to your favourite god.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 48

			Battle For The Hills

			The Lord Chief watched over the battlefield from the ramparts of the newly captured Vivila. She was amazed at the precision with which her forces now operated. 

			This was the biggest force that had fought for the cause yet. Three times the size of the army of the last battle.

			“Always on time,” she said to Yama as he walked in through the tower. 

			“Earlier, usually,” Yama said. “You’re here very early too. Excited?”

			“I don’t know, Yama,” the Lord Chief said. She was certainly nervous. The last time she had been in battle it had been a nightmare. 

			Suddenly drums started beating across the battlefield. The Lord Chief knew what this meant. All the apes were in position. 

			The shield-carrying infantry was right at the front. Behind them was the spear-wielding infantry. The archers were lined up right behind the spearmen. 

			“Minds without fear,” Kautilya said as she arrived. She carried a giant drum with her.

			“Heads held high,” the Lord Chief said. “So: ready for battle, Kautilya?”

			Kautilya nodded. She scanned the battlefield and narrowed her eyes. “They are here.”

			Lord Chief turned and, sure enough, she saw that the enemy forces had arrived. An impressive array of cavalry stood on the other side of the battlefield. The soldiers were dressed in black and they had black banners fluttering above them. Though she could not see it from that distance she knew that the black banners had a white eagle head, the emblem of the new Shyama Dynasty.

			Their army was not as big as the army that the apes commanded but the Lord Chief knew that meant nothing. The forces assembled before them were the elites of the human army. Each one was equivalent to five of their regular soldiers. 

			“It’s a pity that the first enemies our newly structured forces will face are led by the Seahawk,” Lord Chief said. “I wish they had some easier enemies to cut their teeth on.”

			“These are definitely not the toughest our army will face, Lord Chief,” Yama said. “That will be when the Eagle arrives.”

			Suddenly conches blew from the other side of the battlefield, signalling the end of the enemy assembly. This was followed by silence. Only the sound of crickets and birds singing filled the air. 

			A single voice emanated from the enemy. It screamed something that the Lord Chief could not decipher. This was followed by the thundering chants. The horrible noise made her hair stand on end. 

			“What are they saying?” she asked.

			“They’re chanting their battle cry, ‘Hail war!’” Yama said.

			“Hail war?” the Lord Chief said. “What kind of creature takes pleasure in war?”

			“They worship the War God,” Yama said. “For them, war is a sacred rite and killing is the truest form of worship.”

			The Lord Chief shook her head. Then she looked at Kautilya who was carefully observing the battlefield. She was so meek and so gentle, it was hard to think she would hurt a fly. Yet she too was a human. 

			Suddenly a voice screamed from their side of the battlefield, “Minds without fear...”

			The Lord Chief smiled as she recognised Angad’s voice.

			“Heads held high!” the army cheered.

			“Minds without fear...” Angad screamed again.

			“Heads held high!” the army cheered louder. 

			“MINDS WITHOUT FEAR...” Angad yelled louder than ever before.

			“HEADS HELD HIGH!” the army cheered deafeningly. 

			The Lord Chief smiled to herself. At least they had won the cheering contest. 

			There was silence on the battlefield again. 

			“Do we launch the attack?” she asked Kautilya.

			“No,” Kautilya said. “We wait for them to attack.”

			“What makes you sure they will?” the Lord Chief asked.

			“They’re wearing heavy armour,” Kautilya said. “In these humid conditions, their helmets and armour will soon become grimy with sweat. It will make the forces impatient. What’s more, the Seahawk is an impatient general.”

			They waited. The yakshi kept passing comments that made the army roar with laughter. The Lord Chief smiled when she heard some of the ridiculous things she said. 

			Suddenly a conch blew and the enemy cavalry began their charge.

			“Shields!” she heard Kautilya cry.

			Kautilya beat the giant drum twice in succession. All over the battlefield, the drums began beating in the same rhythm. Immediately the front line of the apes put their shields up. 

			The Lord Chief watched nervously as the horsemen covered ground rapidly.

			Suddenly all the charging horses tripped. It was a trap! The ground had been dug up the night before and disguised with soil. The horses behind the fallen leaders crashed into them and soon the whole charging cavalry was in disarray.

			“Infantry, charge!” Kautilya cried.

			She began beating her drum continuously. The other drums took up the beat and the front-line apes began charging. 

			The Lord Chief could see Druma and Ādi leading the charge. With a loud roar, they attacked the fallen horsemen. 

			“Brilliant,” the Lord Chief said. “Their cavalry is incapacitated. But why don’t their infantry come to their comrade’s aid?”

			“They will,” Yama said. “But they will come slowly with their shields up. The human shield wall is impenetrable.”

			The Lord Chief saw that the enemy infantry had their shields up. They began to slowly march towards the impervious ape soldiers who were still fighting the fallen horsemen. 

			“Oh no,” the Lord Chief said. “Our forces have no idea what’s happening. Shouldn’t we try to warn them?”

			She turned to Kautilya who was observing in silence. So she turned to Yama. 

			“Yama, shouldn’t we send forces to back up the infantry?” the Lord Chief asked. 

			Immediately a new beat began to play on the drum. The ape spear-bearers began advancing towards the enemy. Meanwhile, archers took up positions. 

			Suddenly the archers unleashed a flurry of arrows. They rained down on the advancing human infantry but did not seem to do much damage. The human advance continued.

			Immediately the archers launched a second round of arrows. This time, many soldiers fell. 

			Meanwhile, the spear unit a reached a little distance away from the battling infantry and halted. They took up positions and then flung their spears over their fighting comrades. 

			The Lord Chief followed the arc of the heavy spears. The openings in the shield wall had made the elite vulnerable. Several humans fell and this caused disarray in the formerly organised troops. 

			The human line was now completely broken. The ape infantry immediately took advantage of the situation, by charging. Their numbers overwhelmed the human forces.

			Soon the spearmen led by Angad jumped into the battle, and after that it was a proper rout of the human forces.

			Suddenly conches blew on the other side. A second wave of human cavalry charged in. They split into a horn formation to circumvent the fallen cavalry, and with the Seahawk at their head, they would charge headlong into the vulnerable archers. With the attack of the new forces the defence line would finally collapse.

			A single arrow fell into the midst of the fighting infantry. Huge torrents of water washed away several of the soldiers. 

			Without even blinking, Kautilya began beating the drums to signal retreat.

			The signal went through the lines. There had once been a time when the apes would not retreat under any circumstance. But the new ape army was different. They obeyed the chain of command without question.

			The archers began to run into the trees. The human cavalry followed them, and soon the whole battle shifted into the forest. 

			“What is the meaning of this, Kautilya?” the Lord Chief asked. “Why are we retreating?”

			Kautilya smiled. “Nina’s team don’t just build trenches.”

			Kautilya nodded at Nina, who pulled out a horn and blew it. 

			Suddenly giant nets fell on top of the horsemen. Those that were not caught in the net were immediately ambushed by the apes. 

			“Cavalry down,” Nina announced. Kautilya smiled at the Lord Chief. 

			The Lord Chief laughed. “Brilliant, general,” she said.

			Suddenly conches sounded from the side of the humans. 

			“They are retreating,” Kautilya exclaimed.

			The Lord Chief saw that the Seahawk was being escorted away from the battleground by cavalry. He was being chased by Vani and her squad. They took down some of his escorts but the Seahawk managed to outrun them and escape.

			But the Seahawk’s escape did not matter.

			The Lord Chief collapsed onto her knees and wept. They had won the battle for the hills. She was nearing her goal. She would free Renuka soon. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 49

			At Aryavrat

			It was Varun’s second outing as a general, and disaster had befallen him.

			After the defeat, he had not waited long before arranging a passage back to Aryavrat. All through the voyage, he was delivered news of how the apes had started taking over the plains. Kishkinda was the only outpost left in human hands. All the other towns and villages had fallen into ape control. 

			A thunderstorm was raging across Aryavrat. Dark clouds floated over the crouching lioness and thunder raged. How symbolic, Varun thought as the rain poured down on him. 

			At least it hid the tears of disappointment that were now flowing down his cheeks. He had been given a chance to prove his worth to his brother but he had failed. 

			The storm caused large waves on the river that did not let the boat dock and Varun grew impatient. He leapt into the raging river. 

			Behind him, his attendants were screaming in horror but he did not care. He swam through the rolling waves and finally reached the bank. He marched up the steps and into the royal court. 

			All those who saw him quickly gave way to avoid being drenched by his wet clothes, until finally he reached the court hall – to be greeted with silence and scorn. 

			At one end of the court were three pedestals. On the main throne with a golden crown on his head sat Dhanush, smiling in greeting.

			“Welcome back, Varun,” Dhanush said. “It seems you couldn’t help yourself and decided to take a dip in the holy waters.”

			Varun went down on his knees and put his head on the ground. “I am sorry, Dhanush. I am so sorry.”

			“Elders, please give us brothers some privacy,” Varun heard Dhanush say. 

			There was some scrambling of feet and soon Varun realised the court was empty except for them. He sat up.

			 “Look at you, Varun,” Dhanush said, “eyes swollen, running nose. Is this how you present yourself before the court? Have you no shame?”

			“All my honour is lost already, Dhanush,” Varun said. “I have suffered such a humiliating defeat. The apes have taken over all the plains. It is only a matter of time before Kishkinda falls.”

			Dhanush breathed in. “Yes, I heard. Tell me exactly what happened. I want it in precise detail.”

			Varun recounted the battle. He related every tactic and every move as if he was reliving it.

			“Wow,” Sameer said once Varun was finished. “Yama the Undying has done miracles for the ape armies. I didn’t think these apes were capable of so much. Yama surely is a genius.”

			Dhanush did not respond for some time. Suddenly his face lit up as if something had dawned on him. Then he began to chuckle. He kept chuckling and soon he began to laugh.

			Varun stood up. “Give me a second chance, Brother. I will defeat them.”

			Dhanush shook his head. “You cannot defeat them, Varun. This isn’t a sword fight. It’s a battle of minds.” 

			Dhanush turned to Hayan. “Hayan, send your men to the leader of the apes. Call them for a negotiation.”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 50

			Celebration

			Kautilya had never seen a celebration like the one that was held at Vivila after the victory.

			After the Lord Chief had taken over the town, the apes had swooped into the plains. Several humans had been put into prison and their weapons and horses had been seized. With the capture of the plains, the remaining humans had retreated to Kishkinda. It was a stunning victory for the rebels.

			Now all of Vivila was lit up with lamps. Bands of ape children ran amok bursting palm bombs. 

			The centre of the town was filled with revelling apes dancing to the beats of their tribal music. Bonfires dotted the city and some apes were inebriated with herbal concoctions.

			“Want to try some of the human liquor we got hold of?” Kautilya heard Nina’s drunk voice. Nina plonked down next to her. “It’s way better than that white stuff the apes drink. That makes me drowsy.”

			“No, thanks,” Kautilya said. “I don’t drink.”

			“Why not?” Nina asked. “Amazing party, this one. All they need is some meat.”

			Kautilya blanched at the thought of eating meat. 

			“I made chicken broth,” Kautilya heard Ādi’s voice. “There’s a bowl for you at the camp.”

			Ādi had cleaned up and was wearing a mauve silk dhoti. 

			Nina hoisted herself up. She hugged Ādi, spilling some of her drink on Kautilya, then stumbled her way to their camp.

			“Are you sure she’ll make it back?” Kautilya asked, wiping the liquor off.

			“Yeah,” Ādi said, sitting down next to her. “Don’t worry, she’s a yakshi. They drink like crazy. She probably just needs to get used to drinking again. They didn’t have any in Rishyamukh. Anyway, how are you feeling? That was probably the most complete victory in ages.”

			A big explosion rocked one side of the square. Kautilya and Ādi quickly turned to see a band of ape younglings being chased by Barong, whose tail had been singed. 

			Kautilya wondered whether she should ask him about the night they had visited the bear village. Would he be happy to know that she liked him too?

			“So, what are you doing to celebrate today?” Ādi asked.

			Kautilya shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m thinking of going to bed early. I found some texts and Yama let me keep them. So I’ll read them and sleep, I suppose.”

			Ādi shook his head. “What, we’re celebrating after such a long time and you’re going to sleep? I won’t let that happen. Let’s go and dance.”

			Kautilya laughed. Seeing Ādi’s impassive expression she shook her head. “I can’t dance, Ādi.”

			“Don’t make excuses.” He jumped up and pulled Kautilya onto her feet. “A warrior like you can’t dance? I don’t believe it.”

			“I really can’t,” Kautilya said.

			“Just follow my moves, all right?” Ādi said and pulled her up. 

			He led her into the midst of the apes who were dancing away. As soon as Ādi and Kautilya arrived they cheered.

			“Go, go, Kautilya!” Angad screamed from the crowd.

			“Kautilya, Kautilya,” the apes began to chant.

			Kautilya shook her head. She leaned in close to Ādi and whispered, “This is embarrassing, Ādi.”

			Ādi proceeded to hold his hand up and twirled Kautilya around it. Immediately the crowd cheered. 

			He took hold of both Kautilya’s hands and began to lead her in dance. Kautilya shrugged and followed Ādi. He was a beautiful dancer.

			Soon all the apes joined the dancing pair and formed a circle around them. Kautilya had never realised dancing could be so much fun. 

			After some time the dance concluded with fireworks and applause.

			Ādi pulled Kautilya out of the crowd and they took a seat. “You danced well, Kautilya.”

			Kautilya raised an eyebrow. “I was born to do this.” Both of them laughed. 

			“Do you have your flute?” she asked.

			Ādi nodded. 

			“Play me something,” Kautilya said. 

			He pulled out the flute and played an amazing tune. Kautilya was mesmerised. 

			“That was so beautiful,” Kautilya said. “How are you so good?”

			Ādi blushed. “I guess I inherited some talent.”

			When Ādi was shy, he was adorable. Maybe it was that, or maybe it was the high from dancing. Or maybe it was the fact that they were alone together after a long time. “Can I tell you something, Ādi?”

			“Yeah,” Ādi said.

			She leaned in to kiss him. Their lips touched and Ādi kissed back. Kautilya’s heart raced and her mind swirled. His lips were so soft. She began to explore his mouth with her...

			“Kautilya,” Saira’s voice broke in.

			Ādi jumped to his feet. 

			“Saira,” Ādi said, “where have you been all night?” He looked around nervously. 

			Kautilya felt so guilty. She wished the earth would just swallow her up. 

			“Tending to the injured folk,” Saira said. Her eyes did not leave Kautilya’s. “Yama has summoned you. A human delegation has arrived at the court.”

			Kautilya thanked Yama in her head. She said farewell to Ādi and Saira and went off to the court.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 51

			Negotiation

			The assembled apes jeered as the human delegation arrived at the court.

			“Send them back!” some apes screamed.

			Kautilya sat hidden behind the Lord Chief’s throne. Suddenly the apes were silent. The Lord Chief must have disciplined them. 

			“Lord Chief Indira of the Apes,” the messenger began, “I have been sent here to convey the decision of the ruling council of Bharat. We wish to negotiate terms with you.”

			Negotiate? Kautilya thought. If her father had never agreed to negotiate with the apes there was no way Dhanush would be the first. He must have some game plan.

			“What is there to negotiate?” the Lord Chief asked. “Leave our lands and let us rule.”

			“Freedom for the apes is also a possibility. I am just a messenger,” the man said. “I can only convey what has been told to me. King Dhanush of the Shyamas has asked that you meet him at the Cleaved Rock on the night of the full moon. He will arrive with his brothers and just four guards and he requests you to do the same.”

			“It’s a trap,” one ape said. “I say we send these messengers’ heads back to the human king.”

			A lot of apes huffed in agreement. Then there was silence again.

			“Tell the king that I agree to meet him,” the Lord Chief said. “I agree to come to the Cleaved Rock, but there will be no terms less than the surrender of Kishkinda and the reinstatement of ape rule over Dandaka.”

			“Yes, your Highness,” the messenger said. The delegation quickly shuffled out of the room. 

			“You should not have agreed to negotiation, your Highness,” an ape said. “We should push our advantage and take over Kishkinda.”

			“Laying siege to Kishkinda is not an easy task, my friend,” the Lord Chief said. “I have already lost many of my subjects to war. If there can be a peaceful resolution then that is what I want.” She paused. “Now I need to think. Please clear the court. Yama and Angad, please wait.” 

			All the apes shuffled out of the courtroom. 

			“Come out, Kautilya,” the Lord Chief said.

			Kautilya quickly walked out from behind the throne.

			“So what do you think?” the Lord Chief asked. “What are your brothers planning?”

			Kautilya shook her head. “I don’t know, my lord.”

			“It’s a great achievement to bring them to the table for negotiation,” the Lord Chief said. “I think we should try. I cannot see more ape blood being spilled. Plus, Renuka...”

			Kautilya knew that her brothers would try to outwit the apes. Their simple and trusting nature was not suited for negotiations. But the Lord Chief was keen on securing her daughter’s release.

			Should she tell her the truth?

			“Don’t go, your Highness,” Kautilya said. “It must be a trap.”

			The Lord Chief nodded. “Well, we will have to go and find out. Too long have I waited for Renuka to be free. This is my chance.”

			“I wish to accompany you...” Kautilya said.

			“No,” Yama said.

			“But I can help,” Kautilya said.

			The Lord Chief turned to Yama. “Why can’t she come?” 

			“Her brothers cannot know she is with us,” Yama said. “They might exploit her to derail the negotiations.” 

			“I can hide my identity,” Kautilya said.

			“Kautilya,” Yama said, “I will...”

			“My lord,” Kautilya said to the Lord Chief, “you need me. I understand my brothers better than anyone...” Her eyes darted to Yama and back. “Better than Yama.”

			The Lord Chief silently gauged the situation. “All right, Kautilya,” she said. “You can come.”

			Kautilya grinned. She wished she could stick her tongue out at Yama. But he was remarkably composed even though his advice was not heeded. 

			As they left the courtroom Yama walked up to Kautilya.

			“Kautilya,” Yama said, “you have to trust those around you to make decisions too. One person does not have all the answers.”

			“I have to prepare,” Kautilya interrupted, and stormed off.

			She knew the brothers better than anyone. She knew they had some trick planned. 

			***

			The ape delegation finally reached the Cleaved Rock.

			The rock was a gigantic boulder that had been cleaved in half when a legendary human prince arrived here in search of his abducted wife. In frustration he punched the boulder, splitting it in two.

			The rock and the land around it were sacred to both the humans and the apes. So it was a safe place to meet. At least that’s what Dhanush wants us to think, Kautilya reasoned.

			They were all there: the Lord Chief and her guards, Yama, Druma and the whole squad. Kautilya had her demon mask on. 

			She had recommended that they arrive before the human princes as it could potentially be a trap. Now they waited for the humans. 

			“They are here,” Druma said, sniffing the air.

			“Yes,” Ādi said, sniffing too. “I can smell horse dung.”

			Four of the Raptor brothers arrived on horseback. They wore their infamous bird-head-shaped helmets. Four guards accompanied them, dragging along a large crate. 

			“What’s in that crate?” Kautilya asked Ādi.

			“It’s a prisoner,” Ādi said.

			“Renuka...!” the Lord Chief said. 

			Kautilya knew something was wrong. This did not make sense. 

			“Greetings, Lord Chief,” Dhanush announced as he leapt off the horse. “I am delighted that you have agreed to come to this meeting. Your fame precedes you.”

			Kautilya could see that the Lord Chief was already being swayed by Dhanush’s sweet words.

			“Thank you, king,” the Lord Chief said. “It’s good that the humans finally acknowledge apes as equals.”

			Dhanush placed his hand on his heart. “Oh, I have always considered the apes as equal citizens of Bharat.”

			“And yet you treat them like second-class citizens?” Yama asked.

			Dhanush turned to Yama. “Ah, Yama the Undying, your legend has spread far and wide.”

			“Which one?” Yama asked. “The one in which I killed your general?”

			“So,” the Lord Chief interrupted, “are we here to negotiate a treaty?”

			Dhanush nodded. “Definitely. I love my subjects too much. I do not want to see any more blood spilled.”

			Liar, Kautilya thought.

			“What are your terms?” he asked. 

			“Full independence for the apes,” the Lord Chief said. “If the human armies leave Kishkinda and free Dandaka, we can have peace.”

			Dhanush shook his head. “Too much, your loveliness. There are humans who have lived here for centuries. They cannot be dispossessed.” 

			“Of course,” the Lord Chief said, “I am aware that there are humans who live in Dandaka now. They will not be harmed when we take over. They can continue living here as our equals.”

			“How do I ensure that?” Dhanush asked. “What if the moment my forces leave, your apes turn on the humans?”

			“You have my word,” the Lord Chief said.

			“That is not enough,” Dhanush said. “Listen to my proposal. You can take over the rule of Dandaka. However, it continues to be an ally of Bharat. We leave a small force here to maintain the peace. It’s not just about the apes turning on the humans. There are danava and rakshasas to the south you need to worry about, and the bears could rise up in insurrection at any time. My army will come to your aid whenever required. 

			“We will do all this at the price of a small annual tribute. No more war and no more lives lost: apes or human. And you have the best army on Jambudvipa at your service.”

			“What about my daughter?” the Lord Chief said. 

			Dhanush raised an eyebrow. “Pardon me, my lord?”

			“My Renuka,” the Lord Chief said. “She is still your prisoner.”

			Dhanush smiled. His eyes darted towards Kautilya then back to the Lord Chief.

			“She will be freed, my lord,” Dhanush said. “And she will be brought to you with full ceremony after being treated by our best physicians.” 

			Kautilya gasped. 

			The Lord Chief was tense. She turned to Kautilya. 

			Don’t do it, Kautilya wanted to say but she could not do that without revealing the truth.

			The Lord Chief turned to Yama. “What do you think, Yama?”

			Yama scratched his head. “It sounds like a good offer.”

			No! Kautilya wanted to shout. 

			The Lord Chief turned to Dhanush. “In that case...”

			“Stop,” Kautilya said.

			The whole assembly turned towards her...

			Kautilya ran to the Lord Chief.

			She whispered urgently into her ear. “Don’t do this deal. He will turn on you as soon as he has the chance.”

			The Lord Chief nodded. “What should be done?”

			“Ask him to take away all the armies from Dandaka,” Kautilya said. “If he feels the human citizens don’t have enough protection then they can go back as well.”

			“But then,” the Lord Chief asked, “what about Renuka?”

			Kautilya gulped. She had to do this. “Renuka is dead.”

			The Lord Chief was stunned. “Is this true, Kautilya?”

			Kautilya did not know what to say. Why had she not just told the Lord Chief the truth from the beginning? Would she be too distraught now to make a sane decision?

			The Lord Chief composed herself. “I would like to renegotiate,” she began. But she was cut short by Dhanush’s raised hand.

			“Who is this second advisor you have with you?” Dhanush asked.

			Kautilya gasped. 

			“She is a rakshasa friend of mine,” Yama said, trying to cover.

			But Kautilya knew it was too late.

			“A rakshasa?” Dhanush laughed. “That’s funny. I thought she was our sister, Kautilya the Parrot.” 

			Dhanush proceeded to take off his helmet and the others followed suit. 

			Kautilya sighed. She wordlessly took off her mask and hung her head in shame. 

			She looked at Dhanush. “You already knew. How did you know?”

			“Are you joking, Kautilya?” Dhanush said. “Only you could have implemented those textbook manoeuvres with such precision.”

			Kautilya winced. 

			The Lord Chief turned back to Dhanush. “Well, it doesn’t matter if she was your sister once. She is my adopted daughter now and a fighter for the cause.”

			Dhanush smiled. “Wow, Kautilya. I presume the apes treat you better than the humans ever did.”

			“Yes,” Kautilya said. “They are my family now.”

			“Oh, really?” Dhanush said. He smirked and whistled. The crate was brought forward. 

			Kautilya’s eyes widened as she realised what was going on. The crate opened and Dhanush pulled out Jay by his hair. 

			“Let me introduce you to Jay,” Dhanush said. “The man who was ready to give his life for Kautilya’s hand in marriage. She jumped into the arena to protect him from a lion.” 

			Kautilya’s eyes darted towards Ādi, who was listening intently.

			“You remember him, don’t you, Kautilya?” Dhanush asked. “Or have you forgotten him like you’ve forgotten your brothers?”

			Kautilya muttered through clenched teeth, “Leave him alone.”

			“Kautilya!” Jay cried. Bandages swathed his body and he was clad in the same blood drenched-clothes he had worn in the arena. Fear and pain showed in his face. He had obviously been tortured.

			“What is the meaning of this?” the Lord Chief asked. “Why do you bring him here?”

			“I have an offer to make to Kautilya,” Dhanush said. “She can have the freedom of her one true love, the person for whom she was willing to sacrifice her own life.”

			“To Kautilya?” the Lord Chief asked. “This is a negotiation between us, isn’t it?”

			Dhanush spat. “The day a human negotiates with an ape is the day I cut my own nose off.”

			“Dhanush,” Kautilya said, “don’t do this. If you want me, take me prisoner. Just let Jay go.”

			“I don’t want you,” Dhanush said. “I want a better prize in return for him. I want the Lord Chief.”

			“What?” Kautilya said.

			“You heard me,” Dhanush said. “Give me the Lord Chief and you can have Jay.”

			“But how can I?” Kautilya said. Suddenly it dawned on her. Dhanush was trying to sow discord. He had realised from the last battle that Kautilya was the one providing the apes with strategy. Now by putting the Lord Chief on the line, he was going to make Kautilya choose. 

			If she fought to deliver the Lord Chief to Dhanush, then the apes would be her enemies. 

			Even if she chose to let Jay remain his prisoner, the apes would not be able to trust her again. 

			“So what do you say, Kautilya?” Dhanush said. “How long do you need to deliver her to me?” 

			Kautilya looked helplessly around her. The apes had already drawn their weapons. 

			“I cannot,” Kautilya said. She looked at Jay. “Please, Dhanush. You know I cannot do it.”

			“Of course you can,” Dhanush said. “I will give you a lot of time to work it out. Till then Jay stays with me, or more precisely with Hayan. He hasn’t used Peeda in a long time.” 

			He began to push Jay back into the crate.

			“Stop!” the Lord Chief suddenly said. Everyone looked at her.

			“If I surrender myself,” the Lord Chief began, “will you return that boy safely?”

			Everybody looked at her incredulously. 

			“Yes,” Dhanush said.

			“Then let him go and take me instead,” the Lord Chief said. 

			The entire ape delegation gasped.

			Yama grabbed the Lord Chief. “Are you mad? You cannot surrender yourself. They will kill you.”

			“We shall see,” the Lord Chief said. 

			“You do not have to do this, Lord Chief,” Kautilya said.

			The Lord Chief looked at Kautilya. “I once negotiated away a loved one to secure my nation. Every day since then I have been a prisoner of that guilt. I cannot let you bear that pain. I owe to you everything we have achieved so far.”

			Kautilya shook her head. “No, you cannot do that. Your people need you.”

			“If my people cannot survive without me,” the Lord Chief said, “then I have failed in my job as a leader. Help whoever succeeds me. Make them a greater leader than I am.”

			She turned to Dhanush. “I surrender myself, scum. Send the boy into safe custody.”

			All those in the delegation watched in horror as the Lord Chief dropped her weapons on the ground. She walked towards Dhanush with open arms. 

			Dhanush smiled and pulled Jay out of the crate by his hair. He gestured to Bali. “Bali, escort the Lord Chief to this side. Kautilya, come and take your lover.”

			In one swift motion Bali seized the Lord Chief by her arm and Dhanush pushed Jay at Kautilya. 

			Jay ran to Kautilya and hugged her tight. “Oh, Kautilya, I was so worried for you.”

			Kautilya embraced him but her eyes and mind were on the Lord Chief. 

			Bali proceeded to tie her hands. All the delegates had tears in their eyes as they saw their leader surrender.

			“Do not cry. Use this as an example. Put a sword to those who wrong you but give your life for those who help you. Do not flounder when I am not there but find your direction and your new leader. 

			“Lord Chiefs will come and Lord Chiefs will go but our ape nation shall prevail.” She raised her bound hands. “Minds without...”

			Suddenly Bali twisted her neck and broke it.

			“She talks too much,” Bali said, shaking his head. 

			The delegation watched in horror as the limp body of their beloved leader collapsed onto the ground.

			They screamed and charged at the human delegation. The Raptors quickly leapt onto their horses and rode away while their guards held the delegation at bay. 

			Ādi broke through and chased down the horses. He managed to pull Bali off his horse, leapt onto him and began pummelling him. 

			The other Raptors stopped and watched to see how it would pan out. Sameer started to help Bali but Dhanush stopped him. 

			“Ādi, no!” Kautilya cried. She knew how this would end. Ādi was a good warrior but he had never faced the likes of Bali. 

			With a deft motion, Bali pulled Ādi off and slammed him on the ground. Bali stood up, rage contorting his blood-covered face. Kautilya had never seen him enraged before.

			He began stomping at Ādi’s head. Kautilya gasped as she saw it being crushed into the ground. 

			Saira screamed, flew over the guards and swiped her sword at Bali’s back. But before she could even touch him, her blade was stopped by another. Sameer had come to Bali’s rescue. 

			Moving swiftly he took the sword out of Saira’s hand and grabbed her face. “Well, you are pretty, aren’t you?” Saira struggled but could not free herself. 

			“Enough, Sameer, Bali,” Dhanush said. “Let’s go.”

			Then he turned to Yama. “You are needed back at the camp. As Kautilya will tell you, our brother Hayan the Owl is very dangerous.” 

			Sameer flung Saira away and in a flash Bali and he were back on their horses. The four galloped away into the distance.

			The last guard fell soon afterwards. Kautilya raced towards Saira and Ādi. Saira had Ādi’s bloodied head in her lap. She placed her hand on it. The blood flow stopped and his deformed face began to tighten up. But he remained unconscious. 

			“Ādi, wake up,” she cried. 

			Kautilya saw his chest heaving. “Is he alright?”

			Saira shook her head. “It’s the shock to the head I think. I could not heal him fully…”

			“Will you be able to help the Lord Chief?” an ape asked Saira.

			Saira looked at the limp body. She hung her head.“I am sorry but her spirit has already passed.”

			The apes wailed and pounded their chest in misery. 

			Jay was devastated. Kautilya called to him, “Come on Jay. Let’s go.”

			He looked up at her. “I’m sorry, Kautilya. I caused all this.”

			“You did not cause this, Jay,” Kautilya said. 

			“Everyone,” Yama said, “be strong. We need to get back to our camp. There’s something wrong. Let’s go now.”

			One of the apes lifted up the Lord Chief’s body onto her back, Druma lifted Ādi onto his, and soon the delegation was racing back to the camp.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 52

			Camp On Fire

			The camp looked like a vision of hell. Hayan and his shock troops had launched a secret attack, burning the tents and slaughtering the sleeping apes.

			The ground was soggy with blood. Wails and screams were heard everywhere. The smell of burnt cloth and flesh spread through the air.

			Jay saw the sight and began hyperventilating. Kautilya rubbed his back. “Calm down, Jay. Calm down.” Although she herself was having a tough time keeping calm. 

			“The survivors are back in Vivila,” Yama said. “Let’s go.”

			Soon they were at the gates of the town. It was heavily protected by the apes and the townsfolk were on the lookout for potential human attackers. 

			Kautilya found Druma loading supplies onto the back of a cart. She asked him, “Where is Ādi? How is he doing?”

			Druma pointed to a tiny hut. “He’s in there. Saira is with him. He’ll be all right. Saira said there were no major injuries.”

			Kautilya walked to the hut and saw that Ādi was awake.

			“Princess.” He spotted her. 

			Kautilya feigned a smile and walked in. “How are you?” 

			“I’ve been better,” Ādi said. “Your brothers are really something.”

			Kautilya nodded. “I didn’t think they would find out who I was.”

			Ādi shrugged. “Well, they did. That Dhanush, he looks just like you.”

			Kautilya bowed her head. Her brothers had caused carnage that day. 

			“How’s your boyfriend?” Ādi asked.

			“Who?” Kautilya asked.

			“Him,” Ādi said. “It was so obvious right from the start that you two had a thing for each other. He’s a good-looking man.” 

			“It’s not like that,” Kautilya said. “I mean ... it’s complicated.”

			Ādi stared deep into her eyes. 

			“That night,” Ādi said, “I never got a chance to ask. Did you mean to kiss me?”

			Kautilya stared back into his red irises. “It never could have worked. Not with...”

			“Saira,” Ādi said over Kautilya’s shoulder. Kautilya turned to see her. 

			“Enough, Ādi,” Saira said. “Take some rest.” 

			She turned to Kautilya. “Do you need to be here?” she asked. 

			Kautilya shook her head. She said goodbye to both of them and left the hut. 

			As soon as she exited she looked around and saw pain and misery everywhere. Injured warriors leaning against walls and carts full of corpses being taken to be cremated. 

			Her head started spinning. Everything she had built up over so many months had collapsed. There were no more specialists. Those trained to fight tended to the injured, and the old and the young had to lend a helping hand. They had lost the plains and would have to retreat to the hills. It was only a matter of days before they lost the hills too. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 53

			A New Chief

			There was great mourning as the Lord Chief Indira was buried. Thousands of apes bewailed the passing of their leader. All the good work she had done for her people was acknowledged in their grief. 

			Kautilya watched and compared it to her own father’s death. His murder had been cheered by the people he had dedicated his life to. The unprecedented peace, the accelerating commerce and well-being of the citizens had all been forgotten in their irrational urge towards violence. 

			Strength was all the humans cared about. But among the apes, compassion was important. 

			Shamans with painted faces and ornate feathered headgear danced around. One of them leapt towards Kautilya and rubbed her forehead with ash. Groups of them wailed and screamed amidst the sound of beating drums. 

			Once the procession was over, the body of the Lord Chief was placed in a grave. Each ape paid their respects by dropping a handful of mud in her grave. Soon the grave had been covered by a large mound of mud yet there was still a patient queue. 

			Kautilya walked to the mound but was stopped on the way by Vani. 

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Vani asked. “You’re the one who caused all this.”

			Nina was infuriated. “Step aside...”

			But Kautilya stopped her. Without a word she walked back and took her former position next to Jay. 

			By evening the ceremony was finished. All the apes left the burial ground and soon only Kautilya and Angad were left. Angad stood mournfully next to the mound. 

			Kautilya walked up to him. 

			“Your mother has gone to a better place,” Kautilya said. “She has done her duty and will be united with the gods.”

			“I know, but...” Angad looked at Kautilya with tear-filled eyes. “Even if you know your loved one is going to a better place, it still hurts to say goodbye.”

			Kautilya took him in an embrace. “I understand.” 

			She let go of Angad. “You have to ensure that her people are taken care of.”

			Angad nodded. “What about our freedom?”

			“Sometimes survival is more important,” Kautilya said. The Lord Chief was dead, so the apes had no one left to rally behind. Kautilya had heard reports that many of them had deserted.

			“The first tribal council to choose the new Lord Chief did not go well,” Angad said. “A matriarch lost her life. Vani ripped her to shreds. Only an old greyhair is left to go up against her now. But she hasn’t garnered much support.”

			“Why aren’t you contesting?” she asked Angad.

			Angad chuckled. “Me? That’s a funny thought.”

			“You have all the skills,” Kautilya said, “and you understand how the new economy works better than anyone. You built the army alongside me. Why would you not run it?”

			Angad shrugged. “My authority was because of my mother. Once she passed, I became a common ape, like any other. Vani is already a much stronger fighter plus she has more sway over the apes.”

			Kautilya stared at him. Angad had garnered a lot of love from his fellow apes. But by not standing up to Vani he had also lost a lot of respect. 

			“The final contest is now,” Angad said. “Let’s go.”

			Soon they were at the square. The apes had formed large circles, and in the centre stood the contestants and the tribal shaman who was leading the ceremony.

			Vani was all dressed up in elaborate headgear. She grinned at everyone. It was a marked change from her usual unsavoury self.

			Kautilya remembered the other contestant from earlier tribal council meetings. She was a quiet one but had come across as very perceptive to Kautilya. But the look on her face showed she had little hope of winning.

			“Her name is Bama,” Angad said. “She contested my mother several years ago. She was trounced but that was because my mother was so exceptional. She would be a good option to lead.”

			“But she doesn’t seem likely to win,” Kautilya said.

			“It will depend on this vote,” Angad said.

			After the necessary ceremonies, Bama walked up to speak. “My family of apes,” she began in an uninspired monotonous voice. She appealed for them to return to the safety of the hills and rebuild their forces. 

			Her voice was mature. But the apes were not riled up the way Indira had always managed to make them. 

			Then the stage was taken over by Vani. “Apes,” she boomed in a manner reminiscent of Indira, “we have strayed from our way of life. We have been swayed by the words of those who are not apes. We broke up our tribal structure and instead became a pale imitation of the very humans we strove to fight.”

			“Structures? Formations?” Vani said. “Our elders were reduced to mere peasants and our children to little parrots. And how has all this paid back? In our old ways, under our blessed Lord Indira we had achieved greatness. But as she was swayed by that crafty human...”

			She pointed at Kautilya. All the apes turned to look at her. “We have become weak, a pale imitation of what we used to be. Make me the Lord Chief and I promise you we will go back to our old ways. We will fight as our ancestors fought before us and...” she rested her enraged eyes on Kautilya, “we will have our vengeance on all humans.”

			Kautilya looked around at the apes. Vani’s toadies leered at her. However, most of the apes looked away guiltily. Kautilya may not have led them to victory in war but they had food in their bellies and their children were being educated. They had become better warriors and they had come close to becoming the nation they were meant to be. But if their new leader decided that Kautilya had to go then they had no choice but to obey. 

			“Contestants,” the tribal shaman announced, “take your positions.”

			Vani and Bama stepped into the arena and looked around. It was evident that Bama could not take Vani in a physical fight. 

			“Will anyone stand beside me?” she asked.

			She turned to her own tribe but they all bowed their heads in shame. 

			Bama sighed. “Seeing that no one will fight by my side, I will back out of this contest.”

			Vani held up her arms in victory. Her stooges lifted her up on their shoulders and cheered. 

			***

			Without the apes to back Kautilya up, there was no chance of making Dhanush pay for what he had done. She had become so arrogant, she had thought herself so capable... Now she was reduced to nothing. 

			“I’m leaving, Angad,” Kautilya said. “I don’t want to take any more risks with Jay around. Dhanush is sure to hunt us down. The apes don’t want me here any more either.” 

			“Are you sure?” Angad said. “We need you.”

			Kautilya looked around. The apes were in disarray. She had given them false hope and brought them into the jaws of destruction. If it weren’t for her they would still have been safe in Rishyamukh.

			“I am sure,” Kautilya said. “I need to find my peace.”

			Suddenly horns sounded across the town. The gates of Vivila were being shut.

			“What’s going on?” Jay asked.

			But Kautilya did not need to hear the answer. She knew what was going on. 

			Dhanush was here.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 54

			Circle Of Fire

			Kautilya and Jay ran up the ramparts of Vivila. Nina was already there. 

			“Where are Yama and Druma?” Kautilya asked.

			“I don’t know,” Nina said. “They left yesterday night saying they’d be back soon. We’re in big trouble, Kautilya.”

			Kautilya followed her gaze. Sure enough, a thousand horses had lined up at the other end of the battlefield. 

			“Your brothers won’t give us any room to breathe,” Nina said.

			“No,” Kautilya said. Dhanush believed in relentless attack. Once the first blow was struck there would be no backing down until the enemy was completely destroyed. 

			“It appears they only have cavalry this time,” Nina said.

			“Gives them more depth to attack, I suppose,” Kautilya said. “So they can launch one wave after the next. It’s not like last time where the first wave collapsed in that trap.”

			“What’s going on?” Kautilya heard Ādi ask. 

			She turned to see him all patched up. 

			“Dhanush is here,” Kautilya said. “He’s coming in to finish us.”

			Ādi growled. 

			“Do we have a plan?” Saira asked.

			“We defend,” Kautilya said. “The apes are in no position to fight. As long as the gates are shut we’re safe. That gives us time to evacuate back to Rishyamukh.”

			“Yama!” Vani and her cohort walked onto the ramparts. “What’s the plan?”

			Angad was in her retinue, and looked away when he saw Kautilya.

			“We need to retreat to Rishyamukh,” Kautilya said. “We’re hopelessly outmatched.”

			Vani hissed at Kautilya. “I didn’t ask you, did I? Where is Yama?”

			“He’s not here,” Nina said, “Druma and he left on an urgent mission yesterday. He said he would be back soon with help.”

			“Great,” Vani said. “What did I tell you? Only an ape can care about other apes. Once we’re in danger everyone else runs. What do we do?”

			Angad looked at Kautilya helplessly and then back at Vani. “Let’s retreat to Rishyamukh. The apes are in no position to fight.”

			Vani shook her head. “I disagree. They’re energised at the prospect of an inspiring new leader. Their morale is at an all-time high.” 

			Kautilya looked at the quivering apes waiting behind Vani. They seemed eager to leave Vivila behind.

			“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Kautilya said. “Anyway, morale is not enough to defeat the humans.”

			Vani stared at Kautilya defiantly. “Well, I am the Lord Chief. I decide that we take a glorious stand against the humans.”

			“Let’s at least evacuate the children and the old,” Angad said. “It’s not right to keep them in the jaws of battle.”

			The apes around them nodded frantically. 

			Vani groaned. “All right. Angad, you lead the old and the young out the back gates and into the hills. We will come to get you once we’ve taken care of these humans.”

			“But I can help,” Angad said. “I know how to lead the armies...”

			“I gave you an order,” Vani said. “Leave now. We need fighters, not beauties.”

			Angad nodded in resignation. He turned and began to walk off.

			Suddenly a strange whistling interrupted their thoughts. Kautilya’s eyes widened in fear when she recognised the sound: Agnyastra.

			The single flaming arrow struck the ground a few feet away from the walls of Vivila and exploded. Suddenly a circle of fire began to spread around the perimeter of the town. 

			“Black fuel,” Kautilya said. “They put black fuel around the perimeter. We will be surrounded by a ring of fire.” 

			Angad’s eyes opened wide. “But that means...”

			“There is no retreat,” Kautilya said. “We can only fight.”

			She turned to find Jay. As the fire grew larger, he began to grow pale. Whatever Dhanush had done to him had been devastating.

			“Are you okay, Jay?” Kautilya asked him.

			Jay shook his head.

			“Go and help distribute the weapons,” Kautilya said, “It’s alright.”

			Without a word, Jay went away.

			“It’s not a full circle,” Ādi said. He pointed to a large gap in the circle of fire between the front gates and Dhanush’s army. 

			“But they can’t charge at us with just the cavalry,” Angad said. “They won’t be able to get through the gates.”

			“What do you mean, just cavalry?” Saira said. 

			Everyone turned to her. 

			“I see battering rams and siege towers,” Saira said. “They’re slowly advancing towards us.”

			Kautilya understood Dhanush’s plan. He intended to trap the apes inside using the circle of fire, then use the siege weapons to break down the front gates. And then kill every last ape trapped inside the walls of Vivila.

			“Well, let’s get them before they get us,” Vani said. “Open the gates and we’ll charge at them.”

			“What? No!” Kautilya and Angad said simultaneously. 

			“You can’t open the gates, no matter what,” Kautilya said. “We use the time we get while they try to breach the defences to weaken them as much as we can.”

			Vani was slighted. She turned away.

			“Nina,” Kautilya said, “we need the archers on the castle walls, and burning oil. Flaming arrows are the best way to take down those siege rams.” She ran to a drummer who stood next Vani and reached out. “Give me the drums.”

			The ape looked at Vani for confirmation. Vani glared at Kautilya menacingly.

			“Do it, Vani,” Angad said. “She’s the one who understands this best.”

			Vani nodded curtly and the ape handed over the drums.

			Kautilya immediately began to play the drums that signalled the archers to take their position. The beats resonated through the castle walls and immediately ape archers began to line up along the ramparts. 

			Kautilya turned to Saira. 

			“Saira,” Kautilya said, “I need you to do something.”

			Saira nodded. “What?”

			“We need to send a message out to the bears,” Kautilya said. “We need their reinforcements. You have to fly out to them.”

			“Bears?” Vani said. “Why do we need...?”

			“I will go,” Saira said, “but what if someone is injured?” 

			“We will have to manage on our own,” Kautilya said, “we need the message delivered urgently.”

			Saira nodded. She ran across the rampart and took off. Hopefully, Dhanush would not see her leaving.

			Kautilya watched in amazement the speed at which Saira flew into the sky. But she knew that the bears would take time to arrive. The apes were on their own for one day at least. 

			The battering rams and siege weapons were now closing in. But the apes had responded well to their training. They were lined up along the ramparts. 

			“Waiting for your signal, Kautilya,” Nina said. 

			“Dip the arrows into the flames,” Kautilya said.

			The apes did so, and now their arrowheads were alight.

			“Position,” Kautilya said. She pulled out an arrow from her quiver. “Agnyastra,” she chanted. Then she shouted, “Loose!”

			Immediately the archers let loose a volley of arrows. A rain of flames fell onto the siege weapons, setting a lot of them on fire. Kautilya’s Agnyastra hit its target, a large siege tower in the middle of the line. It quivered at the explosion but managed to stay standing. 

			This was not good. 

			“We need to keep at it,” Kautilya said. “Dip ... position ... loose!”

			Burning arrows flew across the battlefield again. Now all the siege weapons were on fire. 

			Kautilya pulled out another Agnyastra. She let it loose and hit the siege tower again. It began to lean to one side. Slowly it tilted and in a few moments it collapsed onto the siege weapons around it. 

			The apes cheered.

			Kautilya sighed in relief. It would take ages for Dhanush to assemble a new set of siege weapons. In the meantime, they could work out a way to retreat. 

			Suddenly, there was a sound of chains sliding.

			Kautilya looked in the direction of the main gates. They were creaking open.

			“Who’s opening the gates?” Kautilya screamed. The apes looked around in confusion. “Where is Vani?”

			“It wasn’t me,” Vani said. 

			Kautilya heard an explosion from the direction of the siege weapons. Dhanush had used an astra to break open a path between them. The human cavalry had begun to charge in. 

			“Nina,” Kautilya said, “keep up the archer attacks.” 

			She turned to Ādi. “We need to close the gates before the cavalry reaches them.” Ādi nodded. He picked her up on his back with a groan and began to run towards the gate. 

			The cabin containing the gate mechanism was in their sight now. Kautilya saw two dead apes lying on the ramparts.

			“Intruder,” Ādi said.

			“Hayan,” Kautilya said. “It has to be Hayan. He is the only one capable...”

			“Princess,” Ādi said. “It’s someone else.”

			“What do you mean...” Kautilya started. Suddenly she was able to see the person rotating the crank that was opening the gates. 

			He turned to meet Kautilya’s eyes. 

			“How could you?” Kautilya cried. “How could you, Jay?”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 55

			The Plan

			“You traitor,” Kautilya cried, leaping off Ādi’s back. 

			“Kautilya,” Jay said, “I’m sorry.” He continued rotating the crank that was opening the gates to Vivila. 

			Ādi readied to pounce on Jay but Kautilya held him back. “You’re needed elsewhere, Ādi.” 

			She pointed at the charging human cavalry, which were being led by Bali and Sameer. 

			“They’re being held off by Nina,” Kautilya said, “but if Bali and Sameer make it into the city we need you to fend them off.” She turned to Jay. “I’ll take care of him.”

			Ādi growled, “I’ll finish him in a second.” He bounded towards Jay and leapt at him. Jay flung a dagger at Ādi and Ādi pawed it away but it exploded in mid-air. The explosion flung him from the gate tower and he fell off the wall.

			Kautilya screamed and ran to see where he had fallen. He was hanging to the wall by his claws. 

			“Close the gates,” Ādi said. “I will take care of myself.”

			Kautilya nodded and turned towards Jay who was concentrating on opening the gates.

			She pulled out an arrow and aimed it at him. Jay immediately leapt behind the winch. Kautilya did not have a target any more.

			She roared and ran towards Jay. But when she leapt over the winch, he wasn’t there. 

			A dagger pierced her side! Kautilya screamed in agony.

			“What are you doing, Jay?” she demanded. “Have you gone mad?”

			“My loyalty,” Jay said, “has always been to Dhanush.”

			He charged at Kautilya again. She dodged and grabbed Jay’s arm. Pulling the arm over her head she flung him to the ground. 

			“I thought you loved me,” Kautilya said. “Why did you step out for me at the swayamvar?”

			“Because Dhanush asked me to,” Jay said. “He is the only one I truly serve.”

			Kautilya gasped. Why would Dhanush ask Jay to participate in the swayamvar?

			Kautilya twisted Jay’s arm and he let out a scream.

			“Was it all planned?” Kautilya asked. “My father’s assassination... It wasn’t a spur of the moment decision, was it? It wasn’t so that Dhanush could prevent civil war. It was so that he could take the throne.”

			“Your father didn’t know what it means to rule. He was giving away land to the apes, cowering before the demigods, the asura and the rakshasas and stopping all conquests. He was a pathetic coward.”

			Kautilya twisted Jay’s arm even more.

			“He fought for our nation when it was required,” Kautilya said. “He brought about an era of peace in Bharat.”

			Jay chuckled. “Peace? We worship the War God, Kautilya. Peace is for yakshi. The human race thrives on bloodshed. Dhanush was right. You only care about your father and not about the nation.”

			“I cared about you,” Kautilya said. “This fight was as much about saving you as anything else. I leapt into the arena to save you from the lion. My father gave his life for you. Lord Indira gave her life to save yours. And you rewarded us with betrayal?”

			Jay shook his head. “Nothing is too high a price for the glory of Bharat.”

			With a deft movement, he managed to wring himself from under Kautilya and land a kick. 

			Kautilya let go of Jay’s arm and fell. He charged at her again but this time she wasn’t going to be gentle. She landed a kick right in his solar plexus. Jay groaned as the breath was knocked out of him. 

			Kautilya leapt up and grabbed his hand. She kneed the dagger out of his grip. 

			“All these sacrifices,” Kautilya said. “All of this started with you.”

			Jay looked up.

			“How could you, Jay?” Kautilya said. “How could you do this?”

			“My father died for Bharat,” Jay said. “It broke my heart but he died for our country. I see in Dhanush the harbinger of greatness for my land. He will be the king foretold to make our nation the greatest in the three worlds. Even the Purogata chose him to lead Bharat. There is no greater service for me than to serve him.”

			“There is something greater than the nation,” Kautilya said. “Righteousness.”

			“Your father did not think of righteousness,” Jay said, “when he destroyed Sutala with the Brahmastra.”

			Anger coursed through Kautilya. She lifted up the dagger and began to plunge it down towards him. He was the one who had cost her everything, betrayed her, and now he acted as if her father was to blame.

			She stopped herself. 

			He stood there, accepting his fate with stoic pride. He had been ready to sacrifice his life multiple times for Dhanush. He did not fear death. 

			She dropped her arm and shook her head. 

			“Is this about your father?” Kautilya asked.

			Jay looked up.

			“Is this your way of avenging your father?” Kautilya asked again.

			Jay said, “Look how brilliant you have become now. You have all the wisdom in the world.”

			Kautilya sighed. 

			Jay took hold of Kautilya’s hand. “Your hands have become so big. I remember the first time I met you. The Shvetas were all so beautiful and full of energy and I was lucky to have you as friends. But there was something particularly special about you. You were the quiet one. Even when you cried for milk it seemed like you did it politely so as to not annoy anyone. You slept easily, never bit or scratched any of your brothers. When you all grew up and then left for the gurukul. I was so sad. With all of you gone, there was no one for me at the palace but I always looked forward to you returning.” Tears began running down Jay’s cheeks. “When Dhanush told me you’d gone over to the apes, I couldn’t believe my ears. How could you, Kautilya? These savages murdered my father.”

			Kautilya’s heart broke. His motive was the same as hers: vengeance for his father. 

			“If the apes find out what you’ve tried to do they’ll tear you from limb to limb,” she said. “Go away, go back to Dhanush.”

			Jay looked up. “I’d die happy if they did. I will join my father in heaven as a martyr who has fulfilled his duty to the nation.”

			Kautilya shook her head. “Go home, Jay. Go back to Dhanush. I cannot watch you die no matter how much suffering you’ve caused me. I still love you…”

			“I will go back only after the apes are dead,” Jay said.

			He leapt at her. Kautilya stepped aside. 

			She put her blade to Jay’s throat.

			“Do it,” Jay said. “Take your revenge. I know how it burns you inside. I am the only one responsible for your father’s death you will be able to kill. You will never be able to beat Dhanush.”

			Should I? Kautilya wondered. Would it be the catharsis she wanted?

			“Do it, Kautilya,” Jay urged. “Either you kill me or I kill you. There are no two ways about this.”

			“Kill him,” an ape said.

			Kautilya turned to see a squad of enraged apes. 

			She turned to Jay. If she didn’t do it, the apes would finish him. She had always wanted revenge, hadn’t she? Then why did it pain her so much? Why wasn’t it fulfilling? 

			It didn’t change anything. Her father’s death, the betrayals, they would still sting. 

			She pushed Jay in the direction of the apes. 

			“Capture him,” Kautilya said, “He’s a spy and an assassin.”

			Then she began to turn the pulley to shut the gates. A few apes joined her, and she looked into the distance. They still had time before the cavalry reached them. Slowly, the gates began to close. 

			Finally, Kautilya thought, we will get some time. 

			“Kautilya,” an ape said, “is that real or am I seeing things?”

			Kautilya looked up. Bali had picked up one of the large beams from the fallen siege towers. 

			“Faster!” Kautilya screamed. “Faster!”

			Bali flung the beam. It came flying into the middle of the closing gates. 

			The gates jammed on the beam and came to a stop. 

			Kautilya pushed at the lever but it was no use. 

			“No,” Kautilya shook her head. “We need to dislodge the beam.”

			“Squad,” an ape said, “let’s go. We need to remove that log.” He leapt off the gate control tower and onto the beam. The other apes leapt after him. 

			Kautilya screamed in frustration. She hammered at the lever. They had come so close, only to be undone by a betrayal and then by the strength of the Raptors. She kicked at the lever and suddenly it moved. 

			The apes below began to cheer. Kautilya looked over the wall to see what was happening. 

			Ādi.

			Ādi was pushing the beam away. With a scream of effort, he dislodged it 

			Kautilya cheered. She felt like leaping off the wall and kissing him. Now they would be able to close the gate in time. 

			She turned back to the lever but halted, aghast. The apes that were helping her lay dead on both sides of the gate opening mechanism. 

			Sitting on the lever wearing his Falcon helmet was Sameer.

			“Hello, Sister,” he said. “You took so long to turn around.”

			She heard a rustle to her side. But by the time she turned, it was too late. Jay ran at her and stabbed her. “I am sorry, Kautilya. This needs to be done.”

			Then he pushed her off the ramparts and onto the battlefield below. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 56

			Sweet Payback

			Ādi saw Kautilya fall off the rampart. Without thinking he leapt into the air and caught her mid-fall. 

			They landed in a roll, leaving him on top. He saw the wounds on Kautilya’s torso.

			“Princess,” Ādi asked, “are you all right?” 

			He heard a creak and turned to see that the gates had begun to open up again.

			Kautilya gasped. “Sameer, the Falcon, is in the tower. Bali put the beam in just to give him enough time to get through the gates.”

			Ādi pulled Kautilya to her feet. He looked up to see the cavalry had already reached the gates. Bali was leading the charge but Dhanush and Varun were right behind the first wave. 

			He picked her up and ran through the gates. 

			“You need to go to safety now, princess,” Ādi said. “I will hold them back. You run.”

			“No,” Kautilya said.

			“What do you mean, no?” Ādi asked. “We cannot afford to lose you.”

			“We need to split them,” Kautilya said. “As long as Dhanush is able to control we have no chance. If we manage to split the Raptors then we can take them on one by one.”

			“Why is that?” Ādi asked.

			“Because I know Dhanush,” Kautilya said. “He never reveals his plans to anyone. So everyone else is useless without him.”

			The cavalry thundered in through the gates. Dhanush was at their head and Bali was close behind. 

			Ādi sighed. “Leave Dhanush to me, then.”

			“No,” Kautilya said. “You keep Bali at bay.”

			“What about the others?” Ādi asked.

			Suddenly a volley of javelins fell into the midst of the charging cavalry. 

			“Take that, you idiots,” Nina’s voice rang from above.

			“Nina will protect the ramparts,” Kautilya said.

			The humans were slowed a bit by the unexpected volley of spears but they managed to recover quickly and kept charging. 

			“Minds without fear!” a battle cry raged.

			Ādi turned in time to see the apes charge with Vani at their head. He smiled. They were just in time. 

			He formed his fingers into the rampage mudra. 

			“So,” he asked, “what are we going to do about Dhanush?” 

			“I will take him on,” Kautilya said. She ripped off a piece of her garment and wrapped up the wound. 

			“You’d better stay safe, princess,” Ādi said. 

			Then he and the apes charged off and finally clashed with the humans. 

			This is it, Ādi thought. Today we find out if these apes have got what it takes. 

			He ripped through one human after another. His injuries from the day before were still fresh but he clenched his teeth and powered on. After all, these were all small fry compared to the crocodile he had to tackle soon. 

			An ape was thrown at Ādi. He dodged in time.

			“Hello, demon boy,” Ādi heard a menacing voice. He recognised it and turned to meet his nemesis.

			Bali scanned Ādi from top to bottom. “You’re still alive? You must be really tough.”

			“Got a very hard skull,” Ādi said, knocking on his forehead. 

			“Your face looks dented at certain parts,” Bali said.

			“But it’s still not as ugly as yours,” Ādi said. He spat on the ground.

			Bali growled. “You want to go again?” he bellowed. “This time I’m going to crush your face into pulp.” 

			“Bring it on,” Ādi said. 

			An arrow flew towards him. He swiftly dodged it. 

			“Nobody from my army  interferes,” Bali said. “It’s between me and the rakshasa.”

			“So much attention,” Ādi said, “you make me blush.”

			Bali screamed and leapt onto Ādi. Ādi grappled Bali. The two of them were in a deadlock with each trying to outwrestle the other. For a short time, Ādi managed to hold out but very soon Bali was pushing his head into the ground. 

			Ādi exerted himself to no avail as the giant Bali kept him down. Bali was stronger than him. 

			“I can hear your broken ribs grind,” Bali said. 

			“I am doing that intentionally,” Ādi said through clenched teeth, “I thought some music would spice things up.” But Bali was right, his whole body was buckling under the relentless pressure.

			 “You’re even worse than yesterday,” Bali said. “This is no fun. I’ll finish you off quickly.”

			Bali grabbed Ādi by the neck and began to choke him. He struggled to get out of the giant arm’s grasp.

			“Stop thrashing about like a fish,” Bali said. He began to elbow Ādi on the head. 

			The pain pierced through Ādi’s skull. His vision began to fade. Slowly, his hands grew limp. 

			Visions of his past began to flash before his eyes. All the training with Druma and Yama. The good times he had spent with Saira and Nina growing up. Saira … his first love. His first kiss … with Kautilya. 

			This was the end and all he could think of was Kautilya …Her eyes, her scent. Why her? Maybe they had been together in the previous birth … maybe they would be together in the next.

			Suddenly a group of apes leapt at Bali, forcing him to let Ādi go. But Ādi knew it was a temporary reprieve. He closed his eyes. What would Kautilya do? She always figured out a way like she did when they fought the ghost…

			And it dawned on him. He couldn’t overpower Bali but he could outmatch him on speed. 

			Ādi leapt to his feet, just in time to dodge Bali’s stomp. Ādi circled around him maintaining his distance. 

			Without warning, Bali flung himself at Ādi – who was prepared this time. He dodged. 

			“What happened? Something in your eye?” Ādi said.

			Ādi kicked him across the jaw when Bali spun around. The Raptor was not expecting it and fell. Ādi seized the opportunity and jumped on top of Bali and pinned him down. 

			Bali butted his head into Ādi’s nose. Ādi screamed and let go of Bali’s hands, and the Raptor leapt back onto his feet. “I thought you had a hard skull,” he said, “Felt very soft to me.”

			“That’s because of all the empty space in your head.” Ādi wiped the blood off his nose. It had been a bad move. He had to stick to his strategy. But first… “You are kind of adorable, you know. Since you still have all your baby fat.” 

			Bali got back on his feet and pounced at Ādi again. This time Ādi dodged him and plunged a mudra into the Raptor’s right arm. With a crack, the bone broke. 

			Bali screamed in agony. He tried to use his other arm to claw at Ādi but couldn’t reach. 

			“Even elephants can be brought down by hitting them in the right spots,” Ādi said. He ran behind Bali and ripped through his calf with a rampage mudra.  

			Bali screamed loudly and fell to his knees. 

			Ādi immediately grabbed his left arm.

			“Do you yield?” Ādi asked.

			Bali tried to pull free but Ādi was in charge now. He twisted the arm into a lock. 

			“Do you yield?” Ādi asked louder.

			Bali began to scream. 

			Suddenly daggers flew at Ādi. He just managed to dodge them and looked up to see another of the Raptor brothers. The fast one: Sameer. 

			“So you’re fast too, eh?” Sameer said. He looked at Bali who was on his knees. Then he studied Ādi, his eyes resting on the bandages and Ādi’s bleeding nose.

			“Well,” Sameer said, “thankfully it seems my cantankerous brother has taken away your strength advantage. And you are definitely not in any shape to take me on when it comes to speed.” He pulled out two menacing curved swords.

			“I’ll make this quick,” he said. “I always do things quick.”

			“Finishing things quick is not always a good thing, you know.” Ādi said.

			“Not quick,” Bali said “Make this slow and painful for him. I still have one arm and all my teeth.”

			Sameer pulled down his helmet and in an instant, he was on Ādi. But before he could drive his sword home, an ape leapt at him.

			Sameer let go of Ādi, dodged the ape and in the blink of an eye cut off its head.

			Ādi screamed in frustration. He had to go on the defensive. 

			Sameer kept up his attacks, driving the swords at Ādi. He needed to think. But he had to put all of his focus into dodging the attacks. 

			“Speed, strength and a great sense of smell.” Sameer said, “Too bad you don’t have eyes in the back of your head.”

			Ādi smelled the enemy behind him. He ducked in time to avoid a thunderous swing from Bali who was waiting for him. But it gave Sameer enough time to slash at him. 

			Ādi was knocked down. When he got back onto his feet his left arm was bleeding. The slash had hit him hard. 

			“So close,” Sameer said.

			Yes, it was, Ādi realised.  How could he fight both Raptors at once? He did need eyes in the back of his... 

			Of course.

			Sameer dived at Ādi again with swords in both hands. Ādi leapt away but not fast enough to escape a cut on his shoulder.

			He did not wheel around and attack Sameer. Instead, he swooped down and threw up sand from the ground into Sameer’s face. 

			Sameer dodged and stuck his tongue out at him. “Nice try, blondie. But I always keep my armour clean.”

			Ādi scratched his chin. “What about  when there is dirt in the air?” Then he swept up a lot of sand into the air making a cloud impossible to see in. Everyone was blinded now but Ādi could still hear better than anyone else. 

			 “What now, Falcon?” Ādi asked him. “Wish you had extra eyes?”

			The blinded Sameer charged at him with both swords. Ādi dodged and pounced. He plucked the swords out of Sameer’s hands and flung them away. 

			Sameer screamed and tried to tackle  Ādi. He crashed into a group of hapless soldiers. Ādi grabbed him.

			Ādi lifted him up and slammed him onto the ground before pinning him there. Then he grabbed Sameer’s head and rammed it into the ground. 

			In some time the dust settled. “How about that?” Ādi said, sitting atop the prone Sameer. “How do you plan to get out now?”

			Sameer was unconscious now.  

			“Now you can relax and so can I,” Ādi said, standing up. 

			Ādi then turned to Bali, who was watching aghast. Ādi cracked his knuckles. 

			“So you were saying something about still having all your teeth...”

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 57

			Face To Face

			Dhanush was on a horse giving instructions to Varun. From his vantage point, he could survey the battlefield. However, he had not yet seen Kautilya.  

			Kautilya had her arrow in position and her aim was true. She couldn’t hope to win a one-on-one battle with Dhanush. She could only delay him. Dhanush would take Vivila if the apes did not overcome the humans by the time Kautilya had been defeated ... or killed.

			Kautilya let loose the arrow. Dhanush merely dodged it. 

			“You did not greet me yet, Dhanush,” Kautilya said. “Do you have no manners?”

			Dhanush was annoyed. He sent Varun off to lead the army. 

			“You’ve become quite talkative, haven’t you?” Dhanush said. “You did really well, I will admit. But joining the apes was not a very good idea, Sister. They are the weakest of all the races.”

			Kautilya stared back at Dhanush. “It is better to side with the weak than with the unjust.”

			Dhanush clenched his teeth. “There are no just or unjust,” he said. “There are people and there are actions. Every action has its reasons and consequences.”

			“What was your reason to kill Father?” Kautilya asked.

			“To prevent a civil war,” Dhanush said.

			“Why did you kill Father?” Kautilya persisted.

			Dhanush was perturbed. “Are you trying to say something?”

			“Jay told me everything,” Kautilya said, “about how you planned for him to enter the swayamvar and how you knew I wouldn’t let him die. And of course, you knew Father would never let harm befall me.”

			Dhanush smirked. “Well, what does it matter? It was a shot in the dark but it worked beautifully. I had my doubts but then I was underestimating your rashness and Chandra’s foolishness.”

			“But why?” Kautilya said. “You would have become king in time.”

			Dhanush spread his arms wide. “Kautilya, I should not have to become king. I was born king. I watched as Chandra made one blunder after the other. The death of his wife had changed him in a way that was not in the best interest of the people. Every day, my subjects looked to me for leadership and guidance but I was not able to convince him on our nation’s best interests.”

			“Do you realise the pressure of that, Kautilya?” Dhanush asked. “I could not look anyone in the eye due to the guilt that I was allowing a fool to run the country into the ground. It is the inaction of the wise that lets fools rule. I had to take action. For the sake of Bharat, I had to take the crown from him.”

			Kautilya shook her head. “You think you were born to be king. But no one is born a king, Dhanush. Kings are made.” She pointed an arrow at Dhanush. “This I will prove to you once and for all.”

			Dhanush nodded. “Yes, Kautilya. I did not want to but you left me no choice. Trust me when I say it hurts me to have to do this to you. You were the brightest among us. You would have made a great advisor. But I guess we will have to further our ambitions without you by our side. Agnyastra!”

			The tip of the arrow burst into flame. 

			Kautilya breathed in and then she too chanted, “Agnyastra!”

			Both of them let loose their arrows, which collided in a giant explosion. That was it … she had run out of Agnyastras for the day. 

			“Your astras have become strong, Kautilya,” Dhanush said, “but not strong enough.”

			He immediately took his bow and arrow and began chanting again, “Kadgāstra.”

			Kautilya also readied a Kadgāstra.

			Both let them loose. 

			Their astras collided – but Dhanush’s cut through Kautilya’s. 

			She closed her eyes and curled in to block Dhanush’s arrow, bracing herself for the pain. There was the noise of wood splintering and then a string twanging. Kautilya opened her eyes. Dhanush’s arrow had missed her and cut through her bow. 

			“Now what, Kautilya?” Dhanush asked. “You have no bow. What will you do? You thought I would use that arrow to kill you? No, I will not. I will make you kneel again before your end.”

			A soldier leapt at Kautilya with his sword out. Suddenly, an arrow went through his chest and he fell dead. 

			“No one touches Kautilya but me,” Dhanush said, “We have too many personal matters to resolve.”

			Kautilya shook her head. “How can you be so cruel, Dhanush? Have you gone insane?”

			“Not cruel,” Dhanush said, “I am strong. Like a king is supposed to be.”

			Kautilya began to run. An arrow hit her on her shoulder. The impact knocked her to the ground. 

			“Running?” Dhanush said across the battlefield, “And I thought you had finally become the steel-hearted warrior I had always wanted you to be.” 

			Kautilya turned up to see that Dhanush had ridden his horse next to her. He pulled out the Purogata. “It’s time to pay your obeisance to your king.”

			“You are not my king,” Kautilya said, “you are a pretender to the throne.”

			“The Purogata does not think so,” Dhanush said, “who are you to question its judgement?”

			Kautilya staggered back onto her feet. 

			He placed the tip of the Purogata on her shoulder. “You know what to do,” Dhanush said. “Or do you need me to remind you?”

			She sighed. Without a word, she dropped to her knees. 

			“That was easier than expected,” Dhanush said, “did you give up again…”

			“Kadgāstra!” Kautilya said and flung the broken bow in her hand at the horse. The bow turned to a steel blade and ripped through the saddle’s belt. The horse reared up and Dhanush slid off its back and onto the ground. 

			Kautilya leapt at Dhanush with the blade in her hand. But Dhanush intercepted her with a kick. She collapsed onto the ground next to Dhanush. He picked up the Purogata and struck at Kautilya. She rolled away in time and got onto her feet and began to run. 

			The loss of blood had begun to drain her of energy. She slowed down. 

			When she turned to look, Dhanush was slowly getting back to his feet. His face was contorted in rage.  

			Dhanush raised his bow. “There is no god greater than the king of gods, the Storm God… Meghastra!” He let loose a single arrow into the sky.

			Kautilya remembered what that astra did. It made a single arrow explode into hundreds, which arced down towards a battlefield.

			It was going to rain astras.

			Kautilya had to think. She needed a shield. But there wasn’t enough time. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 58

			Angad’s Battle

			Angad watched from a distance as Vani led the charge. The apes engaged in head-to-head battle with the humans just as they had done the last time.

			Vani looked like the goddess of war. She took down soldier after soldier, fighting in crazed bloodlust. But the other apes did not fare as well. If the battle continued as it was going, they would be routed.

			“Angad!” A tiny ape called out to him. “What do we do?” 

			Angad regarded her. Then the hundreds of old and young apes looking to him for guidance. Vani was supposed to take care of them. 

			He looked around. There was no Kautilya to guide him. He had to use his own understanding and logic. 

			An idea dawned on him.

			“The bath-house,” Angad said. He called across to two ape soldiers. “Lead them down the pipes we use to bring water to the bath-house.”

			The ape soldiers nodded and Angad beckoned the ape cubs to follow him. Soon they were putting one ape cub after the other down the pipes. 

			Finally, Angad prepared to escape with a tiny ape in his arms. 

			“Mother,” the tiny ape said. “What about my mother?”

			“She will join us there,” Angad said.

			“Do you promise?” the tiny ape asked.

			Angad looked into her innocent brown eyes. 

			“Please promise Mother will be safe,” the tiny ape said again.

			Her pleading broke his heart. He knew what it was like to lose a mother. 

			He handed over the tiny ape to one of the adolescents. “Hold her.” He then turned to the ape soldiers. “There will be an exit at the river. Take them safely to the hills of Rishyamukh and wait for us there.”

			“Where are you going?” one of the elders asked. 

			“I cannot promise these little ones that their mothers will join them,” Angad said. “But I can promise I will try my hardest to make it happen.” He raised his fist. “Minds without fear...”

			All the tiny apes screamed, “Heads held high!”

			Angad then turned and charged onto the battlefield. He armed himself with his spear. A leader has to fight for what is right, sometimes, against his own people.

			When he arrived the apes were already on the back foot. Vani had split off from the rest.

			“Apes!” Angad screamed. “Shield wall.”

			The apes looked at Angad in blessed relief. Hearing the familiar command they instinctively closed their shields together and blocked the attacking humans.

			“Spears,” Angad said. Immediately apes bearing spears aligned behind the shields.

			The humans had not expected a change in ape tactics. 

			“Charge as one,” Angad said. They took down the horsemen.

			Angad looked around. Vani was still in the humans’ midst.

			“Vani, fall back,” Angad said. “Run to the shields.” 

			“This is pathetic,” Vani said and lunged at the ape shield wall. The apes parted, taking in Vani so that she was safe in their midst. 

			Angad saw that she was drenched in blood and sweat. Cuts and bruises covered her sides. “Are you all right?” he asked. 

			Vani merely stepped away. “Hey, pretty thing,” she said. “You never had to fight for anything with your mother suckling you, did you? This is what war looks like.”

			Angad turned to face the humans. “It’s all right, I will take command.”

			“What?” Vani said.

			“You are a fighter, Vani,” Angad said. “You are not a ruler.”

			Vani screamed. She leapt at Angad with her teeth bared and her claws out. 

			“You entitled filth,” Vani said. “You think anyone here will accept you as a commander? I spilled blood for our apes, I killed hundreds of humans, I am the greatest warrior the apes have ever seen. What has come over you that you stand against me?”

			Angad looked Vani straight in the eyes. “You are not a good enough commander.”

			Vani screamed and pulled him up. She butted her head against Angad’s nose. Blood spilled across his fur. 

			She screamed. “Do you feel like you are in command?” 

			Angad coughed out blood and said, “You are a good fighter, Vani. You will be the sword that takes down the humans.”

			Vani looked around triumphantly. A lot of the apes groaned. 

			“You will be the sword,” Angad said, “but I will be the hand that wields you.”

			Angad could almost see flames burst in Vani’s irises. Her hand began to tremble. She raised her hand. 

			“No.” 

			“You?” Vani said. 

			Bama had grabbed hold of Vani’s arm. 

			“I will fight by his side,” Bama said.

			Vani squinted darkly at Bama. She let Angad go. He managed to maintain his balance.

			“Who do you want as commander? Him or me?” Vani asked. 

			“You are crazy, Vani. You are stupid,” Bama said. “You think you’re a great commander but you’re not. Every time there’s a battle you run off to find glory for yourself. The apes always have to fend for ourselves. In Angad, we found someone who cares for all the apes.”

			 “Well, I can take care of the both of you.” Vani plunged her claws into Bama’s stomach.

			Bama screamed. 

			“Stop!” A black-haired ape grabbed Vani’s arm. “I will fight beside Angad.”

			Vani looked at the ape. “Do you think Angad would make a better commander? He’s a coward.”

			The ape stared back at Vani. “Well, he has proven today that he’s not.”

			Vani screamed and swiped at the ape. But she was caught mid-attack by Angad.

			“You want to rule, Vani,” Angad said. “You do not want to lead. You want the apes to fear you and bow before you. That’s what all this is about for you. But we don’t bow before anyone because … minds without fear...”

			“Heads held high,” a group of apes cheered.

			“Minds without fear...” Angad said.

			“Heads held high!” the number of apes chanting grew.

			“Minds without fear...” Angad said.

			“Heads held high!” All the apes screamed in joy. “Long live the Lord Chief Angad!”

			Suddenly a rain of arrows flew into their midst. Several apes were struck down.

			“Concentrate, you stupid monkeys,” Nina screamed from the ramparts. 

			Angad turned to see that more human infantry had arrived. One of the Raptors was at their head. He had the helmet of a seahawk. 

			“I will have my revenge this time, apes,” the Seahawk said. The humans began to clash with the apes. Angad knew that their wooden shields would not last long against metal swords. 

			“Centre,” Angad said, “open shields.” 

			The apes obeyed without question. Suddenly a group of human soldiers burst among them, grinning fiercely at having penetrated the shield wall. 

			“Centre,” Angad said, “close shields.”

			The humans were stunned when they realised they had been cut off from the rest of their army. The apes on this side of the shield wall picked them off one by one. 

			Angad smiled. The humans kept pushing against the shield. He repeated the tactic. 

			The human front line had begun to thin out. Angad saw the opportunity he was looking for. 

			“Vani,” Angad said, “I need you.” 

			Vani looked at him sullenly. 

			“You need to take down their commander,” he said, pointing at Varun. “You’re the only one strong enough to do it.”

			Vani looked at Varun. She smiled mischievously at the opportunity to prove herself. She nodded. “Golden-hairs!” she called to her squad. “With me.” She grabbed her mace, ran off and leapt across the shield wall and onto Varun. Her squad followed her down. 

			Varun was not prepared for the sudden attack and Vani and her cohort managed to take him down.

			“Brilliant,” Bama said as the humans panicked and were confused. 

			Angad saw his opportunity. “Apes!” he cried. “Charge in.”

			Screaming, the apes set aside their shields and launched an attack on the humans. They began to take the humans down, thinning their ranks. 

			Angad began to follow them into the battle but Bama held him back. “You are better with your limbs attached.” Angad shrugged and Bama launched into their midst. 

			Angad smiled. They had done it. They’d managed to push back the humans. They could still win.

			“Agnyastra!” suddenly a voice screamed. Angad turned in time to see a whole group of apes explode away. Varun stood there with Vani’s limp body in his hands. The humans cheered and began to beat back the apes with renewed morale. 

			Angad gasped. 

			He looked up at Nina who was helpless because if she launched arrows, the apes would be injured too. 

			The humans quickly took the advantage, with an enraged Varun leading the slaughter. 

			The apes were doomed. 

			Angad prepared for the impending attack. The taste of leadership had been rejuvenating but it had not lasted long. He sighed as he remembered his mother. At least she would have been proud of his final minutes.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 59

			Born To Be King

			Kautilya turned to face her brother. There was no beating him now. Now, she could only wait for the shower of arrows to bring about her inevitable end. 

			“I gave you the chance,” Dhanush said, “you did not take it. Maybe you will be smarter in your next birth and take my side.”

			“I will not take your side in a hundred births,” Kautilya said. She looked up at the sky. The sky was now dotted with falling arrows. Her head began to spin. She closed her eyes expecting the worst.  

			Suddenly she was pushed to the ground. 

			Kautilya opened her eyes. As her eyes refocused and she realised who had arrived to protect her.   

			 “Princess.”

			Ādi was on top of her, shielding her from the rain of arrows. 

			He winced as several of them struck him but none of them struck Kautilya. 

			“Ādi, you idiot,” Kautilya said. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

			“But nothing bad will happen to you,” Ādi said, “not on my watch.”

			Tears filled Kautilya’s eyes. The rain of arrows stopped. 

			Ādi gasped. “Use your astras, princess.”

			“But Ādi,” Kautilya said, “I only have one left. To use it I will need to sacrifice a loved one.”

			“Then do it,” Ādi replied. “Don’t hold back, because your brother won’t.” 

			“But how can I kill someone I love?” Kautilya said. 

			He got onto his knees. His back was studded with arrows and pouring with blood. 

			He looked up, “Do you love me?”

			Kautilya gasped.

			“Do you, princess?” Ādi asked, “Did our kiss mean anything?”

			Kautilya grabbed him an embrace. “Oh yes, I do. I do love you.”

			“Then you know what to do,” Ādi said, “do it.”

			“But,” Kautilya said, “you do not care for the apes. You do not care for what this is about.”

			“I may not care for the apes,” Ādi said, “But I do care for you and what you have built. You have given so much to this battle. Finish this.”

			Kautilya was aghast. “No, I can never…”

			“Do it, Kautilya,” Ādi said. He thrust the steel blade into her hand. “I am dying anyway. Use me as your sacrifice! No matter what the cost. Finish this battle.”

			“You must be joking.” Dhanush’s voice broke into their conversation, “Allying with apes, consorting with demons. What next?”

			Kautilya sighed. 

			She looked up. Dhanush stood a few metres away, scanning the battlefield. “So the gates are open,” he said. “Varun has bested your ape armies. Your prized demon warrior is dying. I’m still alive and kicking and you will soon be dead. The conclusion is inevitable but at least you put up a good fight, Kautilya. I’m amazed you were able to resist as much as you did. You had me worried for some time.”

			He nocked an arrow in his bow. 

			“You’re a strategic genius, Kautilya.” Dhanush took aim. “You could have done better on our side.”

			Kautilya looked at Dhanush, then looked around at the battlefield. Hundreds of apes lay dead. Angad was losing his battle against Varun. Her friends were getting hurt no matter what she did. 

			Life is not fair to those who take half measures.

			You have to do whatever it takes even if it hurts the ones you love.

			She looked at Ādi’s blood-drenched face.  

			Don’t hold back. 

			She put her hand on his cheek. “You are right, Ādi. I have given this battle a lot. But I have not given enough.”

			She kissed him. “I love you, Ādi. Forgive me for what I am going to do.”

			Kautilya looked around the battlefield. 

			Then she found what she was looking for. She began to race towards a fallen archer. She needed a bow.

			“Where are you going?” Ādi screamed after her.

			An astra landed right behind her and exploded. She was flung into the air and fell next to the bow.

			She grabbed it, stood up and pulled out an arrow. 

			“The Goddess requires the sacrifice of a loved one to use her astra,” she said to Ādi, “And how can one not love oneself? This is my sacrifice!” She plunged the arrow into her chest.

			She pulled out the arrow and aimed it at Dhanush. 

			“Hamsastra!” she screamed and let loose.  

			But the astra did not work.

			Dhanush casually dodged the arrow. Then he set aside his bow and he began to laugh.

			“So, you finally did it,” Dhanush said, “you topped Chandra and the Lord Chief in your folly. What is with this idea that killing yourself will solve everything?”

			 Why did it not work? Kautilya tried to move but she could not. She collapsed onto her knees. Her ears throbbed, her heartbeat slowed and her vision began to fade. 

			This was it … she was done for. Despite all her efforts, she had failed. She had failed the Lord Chief. She had failed Renuka. She had failed her father.  

			Because she was not willing to do what it took. She had taken half measures. 

			But it did not matter anymore. The pain in her chest began to fade. A calmness began to pass through her. After this bloody war, the peace was well earned. 

			“Father,” Kautilya gasped, “I will see you again.”

			Kautilya a voice said I am here.  Who was that? Who was it speaking to her? Was it her father?

			Don’t give up the voice said I will take care of you.

			But it was a female voice? Was it Renuka’s voice? 

			She felt a warm touch on her chest and water poured into her mouth. She regained her senses and woke up. 

			“Kautilya,” the voice said. It was Saira. But what was she doing here? She was supposed to bring the bears. 

			Suddenly, a roar reverberated across the battlefield. Druma. 

			Nina was jumping up and down on the ramparts. “Now you humans are doomed. Yama and Druma are here. And they’ve brought the bears.”

			“For Dandaka!” the bears screamed. 

			“What?” Kautilya was shocked. “How...?”

			“Yama and Druma had gone to convince the bears,” Saira said, “But they were already ready to fight with us. They were on their way here when I met them. When they knew that apes were in trouble the bears charged through the forests.”

			Kautilya beamed. The gods were back on her side. 

			She stood back up, her resolve renewed. Dhanush was distracted by the din of the reinforcements. 

			“Dhanush,” she said, “your army is too weak to resist the combined might of the bears and the apes. And you have no warriors left who can take on Yama and Druma.”

			“This is not over,” Dhanush said. “Hayan will shut the gates.” 

			 “Kautilya, I will take care of Hayan,” Saira said. “Get Dhanush.” She flew off. 

			Kautilya nocked an arrow onto her bow and readied herself. But she still did not have any astras left. 

			Then she saw him … fighting the apes by Varun’s side. Her first love, Jay. Her love had stopped her from killing him earlier. But now she would have to do what she could not do earlier. 

			Her eyes stung with tears. “I would have given my life for you. Now I am willing to take your life. This is my sacrifice!” 

			She aimed at Jay and let the arrow loose. 

			Her aim was true … the arrow went through his heart. He gasped and collapsed. 

			 She then turned to Dhanush who already had an arrow aimed at her.

			“By the power of the Storm God ... Vajrastra!”

			But this time Kautilya was ready too. 

			“By the power of the Goddess ... Hamsastra!”

			The siblings let loose their astras. 

			Kautilya’s arrow transformed into a giant swan made of light. Then ripping through everything in its path it collided with the Vajrastara and consumed it. Seeing his astra bested Dhanush began to run. However, the swan followed after him and soon engulfed him. The might of the astra brought all on the battlefield to their knees. 

			It was an astra like no other.

			When the light receded Dhanush was on the ground. 

			Yama, Druma and the bears charged in through the gates.   

			“For Dandaka!” they screamed and took down the humans. 

			Saira flew to Kautilya and wrapped her in an embrace. “That was amazing, princess,” she said. “You did it. You beat the Raptors. You saved Dhandaka.”

			Kautilya smiled. She pointed to Ādi. “He needs you.”

			Saira flew to him and picked him up. He lay there in her arms, skin and hair covered in blood. His eyes were closed. 

			Tears began to run down Saira’s cheeks as she placed her hands on his wounds and healed them. 

			Fearing the worst, Kautilya limped over to them. She took Ādi’s hands in hers. 

			“Is he…” 

			Not him too. She had lost too many friends. She could not lose him. 

			“No,” Saira said, “he will be alright.”

			 “Face me, Kautilya.”

			She looked up. Dhanush was standing right next to her. His right side was burnt and his right arm had been taken by the Hamsastra but he was still alive. His left hand held the Purogata. 

			“You new-found astra was impressive,” Dhanush said.

			“It was not new-found,” Kautilya said, “Father had given it to me. To use against the likes of you.”

			Dhanush began chuckling, then bellowed out laughter. He looked at Kautilya with malice in his expression. “This isn’t over, yet. What will you do now? Any more astras Chandra taught his darling daughter.”

			He raised the Purogata in his hand. There wasn’t enough time for her to escape as Dhanush swung the sword ... but it did not strike. The blade hovered inches from her neck. 

			“How...?” Dhanush began but he was struck dumb when he realised.

			Kautilya grabbed the Purogata by its blade and pulled it out of Dhanush’s hand. 

			“It seems the Purogata has chosen again,” Kautilya said. “It has chosen the new King of Bharat.”

			She stood back up and looked into Dhanush’s eyes. “I did it Dhanush. I used to rule with ink and intellect but now I rule with steel and strength.”

			She placed the blade on Dhanush’s shoulder. “You know what to do. Or do you need me to remind you?”

			“I refuse,” Dhanush said.

			“Kneel before your king,” Kautilya said.

			“I...” Dhanush said, “I made you what you are. I was the one who made you strong.”

			“Kneel before your king!” Kautilya said. She pressed the blade deep into Dhanush’s shoulder.

			Dhanush screamed and collapsed onto his knees. 

			This was it. She had defeated her brother. She had her revenge. The apes had won. 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 60

			Victory

			After Dhanush’s defeat the humans were easily routed. Yama and Druma and the bears took down Varun and saved Angad. Seeing that his brothers had been defeated, Hayan fled.

			This was it. The apes had won and Dandaka was free; now they just needed to recuperate and rebuild. 

			Most of the human soldiers fled, leaving only the wounded on the battlefield. Among them were four of the Raptors. 

			Ādi’s wounds were severe but his innate strength kept him going. Though he would be bedridden for some time he would be back on his feet. 

			The battle soon gave way to celebrations. The apes and bears revelled in unison, allaying Sabu’s fears. Vani led the conciliation as she hugged the saviours of the apes. 

			 “Minds without fear...” Angad, the new Lord Chief said. 

			“Heads held high!” the apes and bears cheered.

			“Minds without fear...” Angad said. 

			“Heads held high!” the cheering grew louder.

			“Minds without fear...” Angad said.

			“HEADS HELD HIGH!” all the apes and bears screamed in joy. They ran in and lifted Angad onto their shoulders.

			Kautilya smiled. Dandaka was in good hands. 

			Angad saw her, broke through the crowd and came running to her.

			“Congratulations, Angad,” Kautilya said. “You will be a great leader.”

			“Thank you,” Angad said. “It’s all because of what you taught me.”

			She reached into the folds of her clothes and pulled out the amber pendant, which she handed to him.

			“Your mother and sister would have been proud,” Kautilya said. “Remember what we learned while we built this nation, stick to the fundamentals and everything will take care of itself.”

			“All the apes owe you our freedom, Kautilya,” Angad said, “is there anything we can do?”

			Kautilya nodded. “There is one thing.” 

			***

			Yama and Druma had taken the Raptors captive and they were put on display in wooden cages. The apes had a gala time flinging rotten fruits and mud at them.

			However, Angad put a stop to it. The apes watched in silence as Kautilya walked to the cages.

			She flung open the gate to Dhanush’s cage. “This is my final act of mercy,” she said, “take all the brothers and leave. Leave before the apes change their minds.”

			Dhanush was stunned. He stepped out of the cage. “Why are you doing this?”

			Kautilya sighed. “You are my brother … at some point you did love me.”

			Dhanush shook his head. “Kill me now, Kautilya,” he said, “Or there will be no peace. I will bring back armies as soon as I return to Aryavrat.”

			Kautilya turned around. “I am sure you will have bigger concerns than Dandaka when you return. Jansa will be preparing a wonderful welcome for you.”

			She proceeded to open the gates of all the brothers’ cages. 

			“Rule the country well,” Kautilya said, “after all you still hold the throne.”

			“But the Purogata chose you to be king,” Dhanush said.

			“The Purogata does not choose what I do,” Kautilya said. She held up her palm, so Dhanush could see the scar they had made so long ago. “I choose my own fate.”

			The Raptors left Vivila with the remainder of their army. It was a tough decision for the apes but the apes had changed too. They had fought for freedom from the humans and now they had freedom from much more. 

			***

			Kautilya sat on the ramparts studying the orange skies as the sun set. The wind soothed and calmed her. Her mind was far away from the conflict that had just concluded. 

			Saira was not too happy with what had happened between Ādi and her. She felt guilty about it too. In the moment, she had done things she regretted. She could not bear to hurt Saira, her first friend and the one who saved her life. But she could not bear the longing she felt for Ādi either. 

			“So my gambit paid off”

			Kautilya looked up. Yama was standing next to her. 

			She shrugged. “Yes, you were lucky.”

			“Luck had nothing to do with it,” he said. “I knew you were capable of great things.”

			“It’s not just me, Yama,” Kautilya said. “I had a lot of support. Your guidance, the Lord Chief’s guidance and my squad’s support all played a part.”

			“Using the people around her,” Yama said, “and acknowledging their support: that is the mark of a true leader. You are destined for great things, Kautilya.” 

			 “So, I guess the time has come?” he said. 

			 “The time for what?”

			“Farewell,” he said. “You defeated your brothers. You can now stake your claim to the Throne of Bharat.” 

			“I don’t think I’m going back to Bharat,” Kautilya said.

			“What will you do?” Yama asked.

			“I will help rebuild Dandaka,” Kautilya said, “for some time. Then I will go wherever you need me to go.”

			 “Don’t you want to be with your people and take the throne of Bharat?” Yama said, “You will be the ruler. So much power,  there will be armies at your command. And despite everything, the Raptors are still your family.”

			She turned to Yama. “I don’t need a family, Yama,” she said. “As long as I have my squad.”

		

	
		
			
 

			EPILOGUE

			The Rakshasa Prime watched contentedly from his clifftop palace as the rakshasas prepared for the siege. He loved this vantage point. He loved to feel the wind on his horns and his long hair. His pointed ears could listen to the going-on’s several yojanas away.  

			Centuries ago, his people had made the deserts of Trikuta their home. Volcanic ash covered the skies, blotting out the sun and turning the skies grey. No plants grew in its soil. Yet the rakshasas had adapted well. Their hearing and smell became stronger to cope with the lack of light. They herded the lizards and critters of the desert for food and drank blood to quench their thirst. 

			But it was not always so. Long ago they ruled the verdant coasts of Lanka that they had lost to the wily danavas.  

			The blue-skinned danavas were cousins to the asura. But they did not share any of their cousins’ power. During the great war, they had lost several of their people. Now they were just a weak nation ready to be gobbled up by the might of the rakshasa armies. It was time for him to make his move. 

			But his ambitions did not stop with Lanka. He aimed to rule all of the terrestrial realm. Once he had Lanka then Dandaka was only a land bridge away. And beyond Dandaka lay the wealthy kingdoms of the humans. 

			The Rakshasa Republic would encompass all of Jambudvipa. That was his dream. And no matter what he needed to sacrifice for it, he would see his dream fulfilled.

			“Sire.”

			The Rakhsasa Prime turned to see a group of courtiers waiting for him. They touched their forehead to the ground in reverence … to be precise, in fear.

			“There is some news, sire,” one of the courtiers said.

			“Tell me,” the Prime said.

			The courtiers pushed a scrawny rakshasa in front of the prime. He immediately fell to the floor and touched the ground to his forehead. 

			“Who are you?” he asked.

			“He is the new messenger, sire,” one of his courtiers said. His voice quivered. The Rakshasa Prime smiled to himself. He liked the effect he had on people.

			“What  happened to the one I had before?” the Rakshasa Prime asked.

			“You had him burnt to death, sire,” the courtier said.

			The Rakshasa Prime nodded. “So what news do you have? Will you also meet the fate of your predecessor?”

			“It is about Lanka…” the messenger began.

			“Stand up straight,” the Rakshasa Prime said. “Your voice is muffled.”

			The messenger scrambled to his feet. “It is about Lanka. The demigods have heard of our plans. They want us to negotiate a treaty with the danavas.”

			The Rakshasa Prime walked up to the messenger. He lifted him up by his throat. “That is not  good news.”

			“They are doing it to avoid war, sire,” the messenger said, “there is no need for unnecessary bloodshed.” His eyes grew wide with terror.

			“They do it because they fear our strength,” the Rakshasa Prime said, “They fear that we will become unbeatable. You are bad luck, new messenger. The first news you bring is bad news. I think I will have to replace you.”

			“Sire, no,” the messenger said, “I have another bit of news. Please hear me out.”

			The Rakshasa Prime sighed. “Out with it.”

			“We have found him, sire,” the messenger said.

			“Found whom?” the Rakshasa Prime asked.

			“The half demigod,” he answered, “the one you have been searching for so long.”

			Him? After all this time had he finally been found?

			“Where is he?” the Rakshasa Prime asked.

			“In Dandaka,” the messenger said, “he is with forces of a mercenary called Yama the Undying.”

			The Prime flung the messenger away. 

			“Get my message to the demigods,” the Prime said, “I will meet the danava leaders. But only if Yama the Undying is there to witness the terms.”

			The messenger scrambled up and ran out from the room. 

			“Who is the half demigod my lord?” one of the courtiers asked.

			“Someone I have been looking for a long time,” the Prime said. The search had been arduous. The lion-headed asura had hidden him well. 

			But now there was no more hiding. He would finally get his hands on what he had been looking for … the key to fulfilling his ambitions.

			END OF BOOK ONE
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