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To all of those with a voice inside of them. Keep fighting.
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Prologue

The Story of Unintended Thoughts and Prideful Plans

[image: image]


A Millennium Ago, During the Age of Ascension

Ravasha tapped a man's forehead, and the man woke from his thoughtless labor. His black and white form took on the color of a man, in contrast to the monochromatic fields the chattel worked. The man's response, as was the response of all chattel in the Realm of Unintended Thoughts, was to scream at the looming demon.

Ravasha stood a little over six feet tall, exposed muscles glistening red. His head was a skull, aside from the tendons pulling on the jaw bone. He had four arms, two on each side, and each held a sickle. It was no wonder every man awoken from his trance was horrified, but Ravasha had no time to ease the mortal into alertness.

To add to the terrifying demeanor, the demon's voice boomed as if the mountains backed his authority. "Help me and I will free you. Dragba has held you slave too long. Your children and grandchildren are all dead from old age, and your family name only remains if the chaos of this world allows it. But if you join me, you will have revenge on your captor. After that, serve me or return to your empty home, it does not matter to me as long as my father dies today."

Just like every thrall and chattel snapped out of thoughtless duty to Dragba, the man took a weapon handed to him and agreed. Some thought played out behind the man's eyelids, whether it was a loved one or glory he held outside the demon realm. It meant the man would try to find normalcy when he would only find emptiness. That was not Ravasha's concern.

Men and demons crashed against the mud walls of Dragba's city, and the mud gave way as if against a great monsoon. Thralls, doing their mindless duty of defending the city, were gutted. Black sprayed the wood planks which made up the roads. The doors to Dragba's castle were made from jackfruit trees, making them durable. The image of Dragba watching over his mindless subjects was etched in. Ravasha took a stone and struck the doors once, forcing them to shatter. Large planks splintered with the force and impaled three of Ravasha's brothers who waited inside.

"Father, I am here to kill you and my brothers, until your realm is a pool of blood. These thralls and chattel, once stripped by you of free will, are here to repay you."

Dragba stood and was several heads taller than Ravasha. Dragba's face was a wood mask marred purple, with ivory teeth and painted eyes. The flesh conjured onto his bones was also purple. His two arms multiplied into six and each took a weapon from a nearby stand. The monstrosity howled, the wood mouth creaking as it moved. "My sons will kill you, and if you are fortunate enough to kill them, I will slaughter you, cut up your pieces, and feed them to those who followed you. Then I will find a woman among them, and she will give birth to my new brood. Come, son, challenge your father. I long to sacrifice your entrails to the Thousand Hells."

The youngest brothers stepped aside, trembling so much that they dropped their weapons. The elder sons, Priva, Mada, and Evyak, stood in Ravasha's way, and the three brothers moved to him. However, several demonic generals now followed Ravasha. They advanced on Mada and Evyak, while Priva charged at Ravasha. The elder brother swung a mace wildly. Bones jutted out of the steel, cutting into Ravasha's face. Underhanded, Priva attempted to stab his brother with a poison-laced blade. Ravasha, though, fought his brother many times for practice. He dodged deftly to the side, bit the arm, then ripped it from the joint. While Priva howled, Ravasha took the blade and thrust it in Priva's remaining arm.

"I will let the poison take you. It is what you deserve." Then Priva's body turned black and shriveled, while he screamed. The crack of bones finally overcame the screams as the poison forced Priva's skin to shrink. Then the brother was dead, as the generals finished with Mada and Evyak.

The fourth brother, Chivyaka, stepped forward and said, "I will side with you and slaughter the rest of our brothers. I only ask that you leave the Realm of Unintentional Thought to me and carve out your own land. You are a powerful demon with powerful thralls and chattel. Why take the realm you despise so much?"

Ravasha bowed. "I agree to your terms. Kill our brothers and keep the other thralls from our battle. I will cut open Father and drink his power."

Dragba roared until the rafters of his palace splintered and the roof broke open to let dull sunlight through. In his two upper hands he held the tusks of elephants sharpened into long swords. His second set of hands held the canine teeth of a demon he killed. They still held the demon's venom which would release madness into the bloodstream. The final set of hands had the ribs of the first man Dragba killed. "Come, Ravasha. Claim me, claim my power, and give my realm to my cowardly son. If you fail, I will flay Chivyaka over the next moon, and I will wear his skin as a cloak and use every bone in his body to equip my honor guard with weapons." This caused Chivyaka to cower in the shadows, and Ravasha never saw his brother again.

Dragba threw the canine daggers, and they soared through the air. Each caught a thrall, causing the demons to ooze and puss. Blood turned to sludge and consumed the corpses and ate at the wood floor of the palace.

Ravasha closed in, thrusting a spear of bronze. The tip pierced Dragba, drawing blood along the shaft. Dragba hissed. "Wretched child. You would sanctify my sanctum in my own blood. I will twist your body through torture until you are a woman, and you will be the womb of my next brood."

An impossible threat, but an insult all the same. The elephant tusks thrust through Ravasha's chest, and the demon wailed. The bellowing caused the roof of the palace to cave in, killing many. Then Ravasha took hold of the ivory and pulled himself toward Dragba until he could smell the rancid breath of the demon lord. Ravasha bit his father's face and consumed it, then spent the rest of the night indulging on victual conquest.

In the morning, he spoke to a friend of Chivyaka. "Tell Chivyaka this realm is his. It will be a realm of cowards and scavengers, only able to take prizes handed down by the lions. For this reason, I will always see him as a jackal. Now, those who want their freedom, follow me."

The army walked to a lone acacia in the middle of the colorless fields, and one by one they touched the great tree which was hundreds of feet tall. Once they left the Realm of Unintended Thoughts, they entered the savanna between the lush jungle of Sankive and the arid desert of G'desh. Ravasha stood among them and said, "Go as you please. Jaya is to the north. There you will be safety behind walls built by man. Those who crave more, I will become a demon lord and reward you handsomely. You have three moons to choose. If you should abandon me after that, you are a traitor. Traitors will be tied to a tree and slathered in honey."

Few chattel left. All who left returned when they found their lives shattered and long dead, most of their loved ones dead for so long that no one in the village remembered the names. Some found their village gone entirely—erased by the verdant jungle.

Ravasha wandered for centuries. His people created small communities throughout Sankive, though they remained close to the Jaya boarders. The kingdom of men called to Ravasha and made him jealous, as the riches were beyond imagination. Since Ravasha couldn't master the ability to open up his own realm, he thought he would take one on earth worthy of his ambitions.

When Ravasha finally put his will against the kingdom, the jeweled walls of Jaya crumbled against the twisted siege engines made of the flesh of demons. Men flowed through the cracks as vanguard troops, riding on mounts of unrecognizable horror. The men of Jaya were cut down like overgrowth, and the people of Ravasha reveled as crimson covered them. When the men of Ravasha slowed against strong warriors who could twist the elements, champions and generals took the lead, demons of unquestionable power. Terror struck the strongest warriors of Jaya, and they all fell. Ravasha bored of the battle as his children and followers sacked the villages behind the wall, and finally breached the city of Jaya itself.

Rumors were brought to Ravasha of their king, King Viba. He was a powerful man with control of all the elements, along with the harmony of how all things should be and the chaos of how all things could be. Desiring glory and excited by the chance to challenge such a contender, Ravasha struck out for the throne room so he could end the conquest.

When he reached the throne room, where he expected to see King Viba in all his power, there were only soldiers and court members. Ravasha boomed, "Where is your king?"

They fell to their knees and one said, "He is taking a bath with his wives and concubines."

Ravasha stormed out of the throne room and made his way to the springs. He expected to hear weeping and begging for the Ashtadash to save the kingdom. Instead, he heard laughter and play. There was splashing, and a man in a deep voice bellowed in joy. Rage burned through Ravasha's veins.

When the demon came around to yell at the king, he was met with the view of King Viba in a hot spring surrounded by a thousand women. They were naked and pleasing to the eye. Lust and envy both welled up in Ravasha's heart, and he took solace in knowing all these women would be his shortly. 

King Viba boasted when he saw Ravasha. "I am an Attuned King. It is by my hand this spring is made. It is by my hand it is kept hot. The screams of my kingdom do not bother us because the air keeps the terror from our grotto. But Ravasha, the demon who brings this destruction, is here to challenge me and ruin my afternoon bath." The king was gray with age, and his skin wrinkled and sagged.

The demon taunted, "King Viba, you are old and naked. You command an army of women. You ignore your people. You are covering up fear with a few moments of pleasure."

There was fire in the king's eyes. He stood up, naked, and approached Ravasha. Despite sagging, his body was muscular. "My people learn to fear demons. It is unfortunate, but you seduced many of my people, and those remaining need to know the truth behind who you are. Your little display ends now."

The water rose like snakes and coiled around Ravasha. He slashed at them, but it was too late. As they restrained him, they became hot. Boiling tentacles flowed through his skull, and scalded his insides. Ravasha shifted in the hopes to gain an advantage, but he could only shift into a rat with mange.

King Viba laughed and pointed at the rodent. "This is what Ravasha becomes. I will let you live as this rodent. Go, lick your wounds and remember the might of Jaya. Know that we will always be powerful and you survived at my whim."

***
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RAVASHA REMAINED A rat for three decades. Jaya thrived and grew far past the numbers left after Ravasha was allowed to devastate the kingdom. Some people continued to follow the demon, though there were grumblings and some fled. No one who fled was brought before Ravasha as a traitor, and the inability to enforce his word made Ravasha weaker still.

Then one day, while near the ocean to the west, and hearing it slam against the mountains, he was brought in by the beauty of one peak. He turned back to his towering self and shouted, "This is our home. We will never move again, but we will squeeze Jaya and make it bleed. Stone will crumble and turn to dust. We will devour their men and enslave their women. Their children will be our livestock." Then he looked to his people and said, "Mine the mountain ten miles to the south. Build a great city here while I am away. My sanctum waits for me here."

A small pool at the base of the mountain showed him his reflection, as well as the city which would be. With that, he looked up from the pool and his followers were gone, as he had entered a realm of his own creation. He created a sanctum, though at the time it was only a mountain. He went to the mountain and chiseled it with his hands. Mighty spires were revealed as he stripped down stone. Thralls were brought over to help with the construction and start populating the city.

However, these thralls schemed against each other more with each day. Often Ravasha stepped in to settle disputes, or he simply killed the conspiring parties. Some attempted treason, desiring to usurp Ravasha, but he was too powerful for them to overcome, or they would not take into account the many loyal followers. All plots failed to come to fruition, as it would be the realm's purpose.

Ravasha’s exploits in conjuring the sanctum and trying to take Jaya became famous, and several demon lords approached Ravasha in a proposition to take Jaya, including Ogrebracht. However, Ravasha turned them down, as his pride blinded him to any other insight. Due to his inability to plan for King Viba being powerful, the curse of hubris cast a long shadow over the domain, and Pride's Shadow was created, finished less than a century after starting.

When Ravasha saw the city built outside his domain, protecting the pond which would give entrance to the sanctum, he was pleased with his chattel. They were good and dedicated, and with such a band he could conquer Sankive, as was his plan. However, he knew he had to find another way.

Ravasha wandered Sankive when not taking care of his sanctum until one day he found a nest of angry shape shifting vipers cast out of Jaya.
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Chapter One

The Monkey and the War Council
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Age of Finality

Sugriva sat on a window sill, one leg and his tail swinging out the window. The breeze was nice five stories over the mythical city of Bahimatt, and Sugriva closed his eyes to focus on the winds blowing through his golden fur. Down below children played tag with a chakram, throwing the wooden weapon at each other. It wasn't hard enough to cause serious injury, but it would leave a few bruises. Sugriva remembered his own bruises as a child, along with those his uncle added.

The bear general, Humbari, towered over the war map, wood pieces scattered about. Even with the cluster of information, the generals were certain they only marked half of what was out there. Scouts had stopped returning from the demon-infested Sankive Jungle. The Empire hid or moved the gods and samurai with such efficiency it was impossible to have accurate numbers. The demons and Empire were set to clash with each other, and either side coming out victorious would be disastrous. To the south, thousands swarmed from the desert. Rumor was that the lake, which sustained life, dried up. Eventually the desert refugees would reach Bahimatt, where it would help fill out the massive city. Maybe then they could start regularly using the ancient infrastructure.

Paws slammed on the war table and Sugriva popped out of his head and back into the room with the council. General Humbari growled, "Are you with us, Sugriva? Do you have anything to add?" It was a show of force to belittle the monkey, as they both knew Sugriva was only there for his popularity with the people.

He waived his hand in front of his face, black nails emitting smoke to obfuscate his face. "Gods, demons, and southern locusts will meet here, and we pretend the fields are fine—that tigers are not coming for us." Sugriva shrugged and looked back out the window. "We've been in Bahimatt four or five years and we know nothing about it. Let the scholars thoroughly peak under her skirt so we can discover how best to use her." The room mostly scowled at the crass analogy. Or even at any of his analogies. Colorful examples were rarely appreciated.

General Divyan said, "I agree. We send an envoy to the locusts of the south and find their numbers and intent. If they seem friendly, and we can get them here quicker, it could help us bring more of the city to life."

Nods and vocalized agreements were shattered by a roar which rung Sugriva's ears. General Humbari said, "Women open the door to help strangers. Men push the advantage. What if they get into that dome and use it against us? Send a messenger to tell them there is no room."

The dome was off in the distance, the center of the city, and no one could break in. Every now and then a scout would report a shadow slinking in or out, but then the intruder disappeared. Most questioned if the guard saw anything at all. Sugriva was certain the dome was the center of Bahimatt's secrets.

The monkey mumbled, "How did your advances work back in Sankive?" He glared at the general. "I kept Fangs from puncturing Jaya. Demons still whisper about me."

There was silence as everyone waited for Humbari to charge Sugriva, but the charge did not come. General Humbari grumbled, "The war taught me much about advancing. But this is different. These are not the Fangs."

General Divyan stood up for Sugria. "We knew what we fought with the Fangs. We do not know who approaches. We need to be cautious. We need to hope. These locusts could be simply looking for the same thing: Peace."

Prince Anka, the only one in the room who mattered, roused from his seat. “I will think on it. For now, the monkey gives me indigestion and I need to rest. Council dismissed." He waved two fingers and turned away.

Good, the voice inside Sugriva hissed. With fortune, we gave him an ulcer. Sugriva ignored the voice, as he always did.

The generals went down the stairs one by one. Sugriva never understood why those with the ability to fly and climb would waste their talents walking. The generals were not men. Even the one man present could call on wind spirits to whisk him through the air. The rest were janaav.

Sugriva dropped down from the window, gripped a rod with his tail to flip him, then landed on the rooftop. He watched the children still playing below. The sun was getting close to setting, but the kids were orphans. They would play until the master came out to usher them home. At least in Bahimatt their dwellings were far nicer than the orphans of Jaya.

One boy looked up and said, "Ghost Monkey, Feral Sugriva, come play with us." The title was no longer an insult, but a name that the kids spoke as if it was the one given at birth.

"I'm of the warrior caste. Think you can keep up?" Sugriva scratched his pits and grunted. "I cut demons in two with wood chakrams, but for you I'll bring my strength down a few notches." He flipped onto the streets paved with perfectly hewn stone. Three boys threw chakrams at him, and he twisted to dodge the first two. The third he grabbed with his tail and threw back, striking a boy in the gut.

Sugriva howled with laughter. "If this is the best you offer, go home. Sleep it off. Come back if you get better."

The boys doubled down and chased the monkey through the afternoon and into the evening, with the monkey getting the better of them each time.

When they were all exhausted, monkey crouched in front of them. "Will you go home now? The sun is down. We only have the fake light of the city to guide us." He lowered his voice, as if conspiratorial. "Some say it is dangerous when dark."

Boys with families left. The others remained. One approached Sugriva. "Feral Sugriva, they say you know many stories. Can you tell me one?"

"Stories? Stories are for old women. I have tragic experiences. You wouldn't want to hear them. Give you nightmares." Sugriva scratched at his neck.

"My parents were eaten by demons when Jaya fell. The nightmares are already there. Show me yours."

The monkey laughed, then sombered. "Your tragedy doesn't make me laugh. Your view of life does. It is sad a young boy has to be such a grown man. Let me start in the beginning. This is the story of the Venomoid Wars."
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Chapter Two

The Story of the Venomoid Wars and Puncture Day
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Age of Men 806

Bajjo dug with ferocity through the soft dirt. Soil sprayed across the three soldiers behind him, and Sugriva regularly spat it out. Mud frothed on his lips.

In janaav form, Bajjo had black fur and a white stripe from his head to his tail. He had fierce claws and a snout. The attitude was always there, as it was for all honey badger janaav. He called back, "Can hear fighting. Diggin’ through guts instead of earth soon."

Sugriva jabbed, "Not as fast as some of your brothers, if they're already in the pit."

"Can dig through your innards, so watch it monkey boy," he snarled. "Can't even take your janaav form. All man or all monkey," Bajjo scoffed. The remarks put a pit in Sugriva's chest, but it didn't matter. He could still fight better than any man and most janaav.

Labda, the only man on their team, elbowed Sugriva. "You always rile him up. What for?" Labda was a large man with a massive beard and long curly black hair. His arms were covered in a thick, raven coat of hair so illustrious some thought it a tell that he was a janaav. At least he was an elementalist. The power of wind coursed through his veins.

"Keeps him riled up for the Fangs." Monkey smirked, but there was also fear in his chest. The Fangs were just on the other side, and when they broke through—they were the rear attack—a distraction. Meanwhile, the main body of the army attacked from above. There would be a hundred or so total at the rear, but the first team through would die gloriously, as it would be the initial point of contact. Sugriva feared being that group, even if fear was against his dharma.

Bagheer was clean shaven. It included his body, head, and face. His skin was black, nose wide as a tell that he was a black panther, a leopard blessed by the Ashtadash with dark fur. He shifted into his janaav form, the black fur growing over his smooth body. He held a long, curved dagger in his hand. "Attention front," he purred so low it was hard to hear. Sugriva felt the sound ripple through his skin.

For a brief moment they could see torch light as Bajjo declared, "Breach."

Then writhing coils of sickly green poured in.

Bajjo did not hesitate. His claws ripped into the flesh as a snake janaav bit him. He took another snake by the jaws as it lunged and ripped it open from the mouth. "Back to the Thousand Hells with all of you!" the honey badger cried out, eviscerating another with his claw. Coils loosened until torchlight burst through, and the four entered the pit.

The pit was chaos. Snake janaav wrapped around warriors, striking them repeatedly with venomous fangs. Other snakes remained as men—the only tell their skin shimmering like scales.

Sugriva struck a snake on the head with his staff, crushing the skull with a crunch. He howled at his kill, gaining him more attention, and his staff swung in a flurry of motion.

The venom finally hit Bajjo, and he swooned to the side. Bagheer said, "Form a perimeter. Bajjo is taking a nap."

Bajjo tried to wave him off as he stumbled to his knees. "Get away from me, you daft panther. I fend—" he stumbled.

Labda struck a Fang with his war hammer, as it leapt for Bajjo. The trauma ruptured its spine.

"Get some rest,” Bagheer said. “We'll leave some for you."

The honey badger was already gone, napping in the din of battle.

As the breach teams were whittled down, the army on the surface swarmed down. The distraction worked. The Fangs' front line thinned. It was a blessing from the spirits that Sugriva's team lived.

Bajjo stood up, wiping drool from his mouth. He eyed up the Fang corpse in front of him and waddled toward it. "I'm a eat well tonight."

Sugriva thwacked him with the staff. "Bajjo, focus. Snakes."

Deeper in the pit, a massive Fang slithered up. He grinned and went to work. His coils wrapped around a man who shifted into an elephant in an attempt to rip the snake in two. Instead, the snake stretched, spun around several times, and scored the elephant with deep marks as if with daggers. He sprung from the elephant, opened his maw impossibly wide, and swallowed a man in a single gulp. A third he bit with fangs so large they impaled the warrior. Sugriva twitched with a desire to flee, as fear wrapped around his heart and squeezed. This was not a Fang. Only the stories of the long gone demons matched what happened.

"It's Issi," Bajjo said, staring in awe. "The leader of the Fangs. We found his pit." All four stared as it continued to carve a bloody path. Panicked warriors fled, but Issi was too quick. He pounced from one to the next, leaving pulp in his path.

"We got to kill him," Bajjo said, rolling his shoulders and cracking his neck.

Bagheer said, "We may be wheat thrown to the mill, but it is our obligation."

Bajjo laughed heartily. "These are all fodder. We are not fodder."

Two dozen warriors held Issi at bay when they arrived.

Sugriva jumped down, prepared to strike Issi's skull, but the snake recoiled to strike. Sugriva shifted into his monkey form. Bagheer pounced, catching the snake right under the jaw. A fillet was slit from head to gut, spilling copious amounts of blood. The blood was like pitch.

Bagheer shifted into a black panther and bit deep into the flesh. As soon as he tasted blood, he stepped back and spat. "This is not blood. This is the corruption of demons."

Labda said, "It is a Fang. They've been corrupted for years." The man took his zaghnal and crashed the hammer down on the snake's tail. The dagger end pierced through and went deep into the earth, pinning the monster. Issi simply split his tail, slithered off the spike, and reformed.

"I agree with Bagheer," Labda said. "This is not normal." He looked up in terror, as he gained Issi's attention. "By the ancestors, we fight a demon."

Sugriva shifted back into a man and laughed. It had to be a joke, or they were all dead anyway. "There are no demons." He struck the skull several times, while Issi's concentration was split. Then the snake's hood formed spikes which jutted out to impale. Labda exhaled. The wind caught Sugriva and pulled him away. Unfortunately, the monkey was stabbed three times before getting thrown aside. Sugriva crumpled to the ground.

"I was wrong," he mumbled, blood flowing easily from the large wounds. A healer nearby dragged Sugriva from the melee. Water, coaxed into the lacerations, glowed blue as flesh knit.

Bajjo ripped at the meat of Issi and bit deep. "I relish in its taste," he cried out, then bit again. This caused Issi to flail and cry out. The badger swiped as it dug into the demonic meal, slashing the skin to ribbons faster than the demon snake could heal. The ferocity was terrifying, but the relief from Issi's onslaught was welcomed.

With Issi distracted, Bagheer climbed the body, held tight to the head, and gouged its eyes out with his dagger, stabbing multiple times as the orbs kept regenerating. Again, the demon reached a point where it could not keep up. Blood pooled at the bottom of the pit.

Issi regained its wits and tossed Bagheer, flicked its tongue, and bit deep into Bajjo's abdomen. Sugriva wept for his friend, as all the monkey could do was lay there. Fortunately, the water staunched the bleeding. Sugriva only wished it meant the pain would dull.

Issi tossed Bajjo, and the warrior flopped on the ground. Water reached out, wrapping Bajjo up and pulling him toward the water healers. Antidotes were forced down his throat by a tendril, though Sugriva couldn't imagine the venom was the same they faced before.

The monstrosity slithered around posts and up the pit, to the surface, where a massive bear waited. General Humbari. The general picked the snake up by the neck and slammed it into the ground. Bones crunched under the might, and rocks chipped off and tumbled into the abyss below. The snaked hissed and said, "I am no mere Fang, janaav. I am the one who resides in the Mountain Sanctuary. I have a plan, a plan deeper than any of you will understand. You will not tame the chaos today."

Tired of speeches, General Humbari smashed the snake into the rock again and again, until the head lulled, dazed. He lifted his claws to gut the creature, but instead Issi shifted under the general's grasp, and blood poured from Humbari's hand. The general staggered back. With newfound freedom, Issi bit Humbari, and the massive bear slumped to his knees. Issi shrank down and slithered through the foliage, as Sugriva passed out.

***
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WHEN SUGRIVA CAME TO, the first thing he saw was General Dabip in a loin cloth, hands on his hips, with dirt smeared across his body and matted into his impressive beard. Muscles rippled under the sheen of mud and sweat. Bronze chakrams wrapped around his bulging forearms, squeezing tight so his veins were more obvious. It was not what Sugriva wanted to see, and was likely a sign he was off his dharmic path.

"You're not dead," Dabip said. "You did us proud when you fought Issi without hesitation, and you held out longer than General Humbari himself. Though remain humble in his presence."

Sugriva's head thumped from pain and drugs. His side and chest hurt where he was stabbed. The monkey grinned and was about to speak, but all he could do was cough. Iron flavored his spittle.

General Dabip laughed and patted Sugriva's leg. "You’re still healing. Haven't found any more pits, so there is time." The ascetic gave a brief smile.

Grime rubbed into Sugriva's hairy legs as Dabip massaged his calves. "Bajja is awake and found his strength. He wanted to do more, but the honey badgers refuse to let him lift too much."

The dirty hand went from Sugriva's calf to his foot, fingers digging into the arch to make it cramp. Sugriva flinched and gasped but still couldn't speak. The general was both part infuriating and part inspiring, but it seemed today he only wished to irk the monkey. Then General Dabip walked around the side of the cot to look Sugriva in the eyes. His breath reeked of onions and garlic, and when he leaned closer the black rot of his teeth was evident. All Sugriva could think of was not getting spat on.

Without another word, as if a full conversation occurred, Dabip patted Sugriva on the forehead and walked out of the medical tent.

It was another week before Sugriva was up and walking, and in the meantime Bagheer, Bajjo, and Labda kept him company. Bagheer would sit in silence, aside from relating a fable from time to time on some talking animal and some horrific fate for leaving the path. Then the black panther would sit there in silence, ruminating on the message he delivered as if Sugriva could glean the significance. Much to the monkey's chagrin, he gained no knowledge from the obscure stories.

Bajjo would tell war stories, especially any action he saw since Sugriva was still out of commission. The stories were either straight out lies or half truths, as Bajjo's guts looked like they could spill out of his wound at any moment. There was no chance he was still fighting.

Labda brought a game. There were four in his rotation, and two of them he mastered well beyond Sugriva. The games required forethought and strategy, where Sugriva focused more on rash decisions. This brought the man great joy, and after each victory he said, "Maybe next time you will see what I am doing before I do it. Until then, I clearly see what you are doing before you even know you're doing it. The victor will always be the one who knows himself and his enemy." Drinking together afterward always calmed Sugriva’s competitive nature.

After two months, General Humbari visited Sugriva. The general was pale, and his usually proud gait was more of a limp. He leaned up against walls, and finally struggled to sit down next to Sugriva.

"You fought well against Issi. Many men fell against it, and I almost did. Our physicians were able to get a sample of Issi's venom and made a counter for it." The general sat down, panting. Perspiration dripped down his forehead. "I'm getting old. I might be over the bite and poison, but my body doesn't want to catch up with the rest of me. Maybe the Ashtadash call me to the next life."

Sugriva watched in horror as the general made these comments. It was against dharma to promote one's own death. Yet the general was above reproach from Sugriva, who was a simple servant.

The general laughed softly, clapped Sugriva's thigh, and said, "It will not due for me to wonder these things. I should go rally the troops. We found another pit, and we will destroy it. If the spirits favor us, we will find Issi again and put an end to this. Now gather with your squad. You were the last to heal, and there is no squad who did better than your own. We will need you on the front line."

Sugriva hopped out of bed, but regretted it. His head spun, and he felt like throwing up. Once recovered from the swoon, he threw on his clothes and walked gingerly. The physician yelled, "Your stitches aren't healed. They’ll rip out." But it was too late. Sugriva did not act with logic and forethought. He acted with instinct and desire. His desire was to bleed the Fangs and kill Issi for all he did.

The war parties were on edge. It had been a long time since battle, and even sightings of Fangs dropped off. Bajjo growled and bristled, excited at the coming bloodshed. Half of his favorite part of any battle with the Fangs was the feast of snake flesh afterward. Only the badgers ate them. Everyone else frowned upon the practice. Some of the Fangs were demon corrupted, and taint was said to be in the meat.

"Dig," General Dabip commanded, and his troops dug into the earth, showering the air with dirt. Sugriva never understood how the Fangs never saw the assaults coming. Raptors cawed, as other creatures rampaged about.

The wolves howled on the floor of the jungle. They were the shock troops on the surface. When they reached the burrow's mouth, the attack would commence, and not before. They had the last say in what burned and when.

However, digging crews did not wait for the howl of the wolf. They went to work immediately, or they would be too late to the battle. Bajjo scurried into his hole and dug. Being sick for so long made him eager but sloppy. Sugriva noted quickly that Bajjo was about as recovered as the monkey. Neither was healed enough to be there, but it didn't matter. Sugriva and Bajjo were impatient and stubborn, and they needed to get out of bed.

The din of battle never came. The wolves howled as they found the entrance of the Fang's hideout. However, the war cries of the janaav did not ring through the air. When Bajjo finally got through the dirt, he could see why. Skins were shed all around the inside of the cavern. However, there were no living snakes. Bajjo snarled, along with many other badgers. Their feast was denied them.

Bagheer commented, "They knew, and so they moved far from here. We should be cautious. They bide their strength."

***
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BAJJO'S THROAT RATTLED as he stared down the scorpion janaav. "I'll bite off your stinger and feast on your poison. I will chew you up in place of the Fang."

"Come get some." The janaav grew claws in place of his hands, and a tail ascended over him, stinger poised.

Sugriva and Bagheer watched, sipping on juice. "Who do you think wins?" Sugriva put a sack of coin on the table.

"Gambling?" Bagheer snorted, then paused a moment. "In nature this is a short fight. But here—"

"My coin's on Bajjo," Lebda interrupted, taking a seat. "Watched a pit fight once. The scorpion's tail was ripped off. I guess they taste pretty good."

"You watch our brethren fight," Bagheer snarled. "I never understood man's interest in making our more primitive selves kill each other."

"No." Lebda shook his head. "Janaav. When the tail was ripped off the scorpion went down. The badger just kept gnawing on it when they tried to shoo him off.  Nearly took a guy's arm. It was great." There was a twinkle in his eye that made Sugriva uncomfortable.

"Maybe we don't know Lebda well," Sugriva said. He pushed his bag onto the table. "Scorpion. Bajjo's too pissed and injured."

"Injured," Bagheer said. He put his coins down. "I don't believe you. I put my tokens on Bajjo. He is our brother."

"Can't win money if we all bet on him." Sugriva winked. "But really. His injuries aren't healed. Might be in his head. Favors his right side."

Bagheer analyzed the badger as Bajjo growled, his voice a wet rattling. Then he bobbed in and out, the stinger coming down but not making contact. Normally Bajjo would make as big a target as possible to intimidate the opponent, but now he kept his left side back. "I guess he is," Bagheer said.

Then the area reeked as Bajjo flipped out his scent glands. The scorpion shifted from janaav to actual scorpion, gaining an immunity to the stench, but Sugriva knew it was a mistake. The scorpion janaav was young and lacked impulse control. "Dharma strikes again," he sighed, opening up his pouch of coins and splitting them between Bagheer and Lebda.

"Why?" Bagheer asked, raising a brow. "The scorpion in this form—"

Bajjo shifted, darted at the scorpion, and ripped his tail off, eating it in a bite. Lebda laughed, taking the coins, while Bagheer was horrified and threw up. "By the hells, what was that?"

"Nature," Sugriva said. "Research your teammates."

The scorpion turned into a man and blood pooled out of his tailbone. Water rushed to the wound as an elementalist staunched the bleeding. Meanwhile, Bajjo enjoyed his meal, then shifted back to a man, the white hair on his head short and going halfway down his back. "I’ll teach ya to mess with a badger." He gestured vulgarly at the bleeding soldier.

The room snapped to attention as General Dabip came in. The only sound was the scorpion janaav writhing on the floor. "What is this? You are warriors on a path to strike the Fang, but you strike each other? What disrespect. What dishonor. The Ashtadash look down on you with shame." He paused, glaring down Bajjo until the badger had the sense to look down. "I know it's been a while. I know you thirst for war. But you will not war with each other. Now go to your quarters. I'm evoking curfew. Those I find out will be whipped and put on latrine duty." The men were quick to move.

General Dabip approached Sugriva, Bajjo, Lebda, and Bagheer before they could leave and said, "We are outside a village called Mibtha. It is a quaint village." He sat with them, and Bajjo joined. Lebda and Bagheer put away the coin they won. "Almost all the people are janaav, though they do not follow dharmic paths."

Bajjo said, "Are we here to slaughter them? Exile them? Why do we care about this savage village?" He spat on the floor and rubbed his snout.

"You will remain here with one more member: Falak. He is a kite janaav."

Bajjo stood up, knocking over his stool, but Bagheer stepped in front of him. "A net to catch the serpents. The kingdoms will not like it, but it's been months since we found a pit anyway. A cunning strategy to find Fang movement. Falak will fly to give news if we find Fangs, yes?"

General Dabip frowned. "Yes, Bagheer. If the numbers are too great and the village is consumed, he is to inform us. The rest of you—"

"Are to die," Bagheer finished. "We will do as our dharma requires and come back in the next life as something greater." The black panther smiled, patting the naked, muddy shoulder of General Dabip.

"In the next life," Dabip said. "Now, go meet with the woman Ishku. She is the elder of this village, more or less. She will help you settle in and has agreed to you staying. She is an otter."

***
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THE VILLAGE OF MIBTHA blended in with the jungle. The homes were carved into the trees, and stairs were difficult to discern as they were made of branches cajoled to grow into structures. Where man controlled nature, these janaav learned to live with nature. Labda was the only one uncomfortable, as the others felt at home. Sugriva reverted to his monkey form to navigate more easily.

Bajjo ribbed, "One day, little monkey, you will use your janaav form, and you won't have to get so tiny to travel the jungle. Until then, you're really just a man and monkey, but not a janaav." He laughed and it grated on Sugriva's nerves. The monkey wondered if there were fire ants in the area.

Bagheer cut in. "Do not be cruel to Sugriva. His dharma has not led him to find his half form. He will find it when the Astadash feel it time, and not before nor after. If he is not to find it, it is simply a thorn they placed in his side, so he could grow into a new birth more suitable for him."

This did nothing to calm Bajjo's cackles.

Ishku was waiting in front of the only noticeable structure. It was a small hut made of vines and roots, which were under a tree that reached for the heavens. There was a door in the front, and windows which the vines and roots grew around. Vines wrapped around multiple times to create a portal in.

The woman was stunning, with a slender body and fair skin in comparison to most in the dark jungle. Her eyes were red, and her knuckles were a little thick. Some disease, Sugriva assumed. Her hair was gray, with golden highlights, and there was a tail which stuck out under her shirt. She said, "You are the warriors sent to protect our little village? I assume there is not much of an army coming, then."

Sugriva said, "We are only here to watch for enemies. We do not expect real danger. Until we find what we're looking for, we will stay out of your way."

"As long as you stay out of ours," Bajjo grumbled.

A growl emerged from the house, and out came a janaav tiger. He was a large man, with dull orange fur and black stripes. Under his chin and his belly were white. He ducked under the door frame, then stood beside Ishku. She looked like a child in comparison. "You've no place here. Otter Mother is too kind in letting you stay. Find what you need and leave."

"As long as we have that understanding," Bajjo said.

Bagheer took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Then he exhaled and stepped forward. "I apologize for the tension. That was not our intent. If you point us to where we are staying, we will move on with haste. In the meantime, if you have jobs for warriors, we will fulfill our path."

Ishku laughed and smiled. A slight shudder of her body gave Sugriva a thrill. Her hips were wide and her breasts were pleasing, attributes usually denied the slender otters. Yet, despite her physical beauty, the way her eyes shined kept his attention. Ishku said, "I will keep that in mind. Aavu is my overprotective body guard. He can show you to your hut. You can wander as you see fit, but please do not cause pain. We ran away from Jaya to find peace."

Bagheer and Sugriva bowed. Bagheer said, "Thank you for your hospitality."

Sugriva was awed by Ishku, and simpered like an idiot when he came up from his bow and met her enticing gaze.

Aavu walked off, and the five warriors hurried to follow. The tiger growled, "You aren't needed here. We have all janaav, and we can fend for ourselves. Our hawks and kites are just as fast as yours."

Sugriva looked to Falak, but the kite didn't seem to notice the insult.

They arrived and Aavu put an arm across the door. Bajjo nipped, but didn't sink his teeth in. Sugriva thought maybe the badger was becoming house broken. The tiger said, "I will keep an eye on you. I like fighting. Please give me a reason."

Bajjo and Falak were quick to enter the house. Bagheer remained outside when Aavu stormed away, then asked, "Why are you here? It is said you left your paths, but nothing else."

"It is a story not meant for you." This was enough to get Labda to go inside as he sighed from the circular nature of the conversation.

Bagheer persisted. "I believe we should exist together. This can be done through understanding. Please, imbue us with understanding."

Aavu said, "You are respectful and the monkey has been quiet. I will tell the both of you her story, but only to make you understand why you need to leave. This is the Tale of the Children of the Barren Otter Mother."
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Chapter Four

Tale of the Children of the Barren Otter
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Some time during the Age of Men

Long ago, when Ishku was still an otter, and not a janaav, she strolled the Ganga River without fear. Elephants trumpeted water over her, as three years ago she returned a lost calf to their parade. The oxen knelt in humility, as Ishku once negotiated with a tiger on their behalf. Tigers purred and leopards turned the other way, for the charms of Ishku were so endearing predators could not come to make her a meal. Even water spirits swam with her for company. The Ashtadash favored Ishku the otter.

During the rainy season, when the Ganga River overflowed, a human girl screamed and took Ishku from her idleness. Other animals fled, afraid of man. However, overcome with grief at the cries, Ishku headed toward the girl.

The girl stood off to the side on a rock. Ishku went up to the girl and chittered in otter. The little girl said, "My big brother fell into the Ganga. If you can understand me, please help."

Ishku raced down the Ganga until she arrived at a split. She dove down the path to Ruent Falls and saw a woman clinging to a rock. Ishku fetched some vines and pulled them out to the woman. When the woman saw, she said, "Thank you, but my husband already went over the falls. My path is to be by his side. I’m waiting for the courage to let go. Ashtadash smile upon you in your next reincarnation."

Ishku did not understand, nor was she going to waste more time. Ishku went back upstream and took the other path. She prayed, Ashtadash be vigilant, that the boy was still alive.

She found the boy, so the otter tied vines around him and water spirits helped her swim with the nearly dead child to the woman clinging to the rock. She could at least save the boy before dying. When the woman saw the purple faced boy, she said, "That's my boy, and I have my daughter. I can’t orphan my children."

Ishku skittered off into the jungle, but the woman chased the otter and said, "I am Ghita, a priestess of the Well of Ghuma. You saved my life twice—when you brought me out of the river and when you showed me my son. Come, drink out of the Well so you can become janaav." Out of the water, drying off, Ishku noticed the decorations on Ghita. She had a piercing on her nose and several up her ear. They were each a small loop, and as she spoke to Ishku, she connected a gold chain to them. The decoration was beautiful, and Ishku found herself compelled to follow.

The city of Jaya was overwhelming. Structures of stone reached the height of trees, and in some areas the trees were cleared until they could see the sky. Unblinking stone animals perched on pillars which lined the streets. Ishku went to a statue and asked, "You sit here long enough that dirt turned to stone and moss feeds off it. Why would you stand guard over this place?"

Ghita laughed, able to understand the otter's squeals. "Poor otter. Those are not creatures, but man's depiction of creatures. It is a great compliment to the sculptors you thought them real."

Fur stood on end from embarrassment.

Wood shacks created crooked lines along the streets. Some of them were cut into the trunks of trees in such a way the tree was allowed to live and grow around them. Occupants stood in front of the stalls and shouted about items the otter wasn’t familiar with, from tools to dyed clothing. Men and women approached and traded shiny coins for the merchandise.

The world fell away as they stood in front of a shrine. Two guards saluted Ghita, and she said, "I bring an otter who saved the life of my boy and myself. Let her drink and be blessed." The guards moved away, and Ghita led Ishku through the stone shrine to a dirt path which wound around a lake three times. At the summit, as the lake was held in a depression in a hill, there was another temple. Snakes, great cats, and other predators lounged in the front room, which put Ishku on edge. She bristled and hissed until Ghita pet her. "Calm. They are already blessed or here to receive blessings. They will not harm you."

Past the temple a large stone platform overlooked the lake. Animals walked off the platform and into the water. Men and women greeted them on the other side. Each animal shifted into a man or woman with a unique trait revealing their animal ancestry. Ishku panicked. She did not want to become a woman. Again, Ghita said, "Calm. Watch them." And one by one, the former animals shifted back into a beast form, then a person form, with the guidance of priests on the other side of the lake where a larger temple stood three stories tall.

Ishku went into the Well of Ghuma, her heart clenching as she wondered what she would look like. The water was sweet on her tongue, as it filled her stomach. Coolness spread through her veins, into her limbs. Then her skin stretched, and she thought it would tear. Fur receded, though she kept her tail. 

Once through to the other side of the lake, she was naked and a human woman. For the first time, she blushed at her nakedness.

A man with gentle eyes said, "Shift back to an otter and come with me. I will guide you to understand what it is to be janaav."

With effort, Ishku remembered her otter body and shifted back, where her nakedness didn't bother her.

"Shift for me, please." So Ishku became a woman. The priest draped robes over her shoulders, so she was not naked. Then he asked, "What is your name?"

"Ishku," she responded in a voice which scared her. It was warm, gentle, and flowed, sending shivers up her spine. But it wasn't her voice. They weren’t her words.

The priest said, "Ishku, it is nice to meet you. Some janaav are not brought into their second life with names, but it is good to see you know yours. Were you well-connected to the jungle?"

Ishku nodded, afraid to hear her voice again. If she said nothing, the foreign sound wouldn't become real. She would wake up as an otter, the shifting proving only a dream.

"Good. You know how to be social. You are an otter, and they’re more social than others." He chuckled. "Trying to get a leopard to calm down and find inner harmony is far more difficult. It can take days at the shrine before they are ready to enter the city."

The priest took Ishku's hands and looked into her eyes. "You are a sweet woman. You will follow the priestess over there so you can be integrated into your caste."

The priestess wore amber robes and had six red dots in two rows of three on her forehead. She also had a silver nose ring. "I am Rubek. I will guide you. The Well of Ghuma changed you, and in doing that, it changed your dharma. You will follow the path of the otter, though how will be decided by your kin."

"Dharma?" She squeaked and jumped a little at the noise leaving her lips.

"As an otter, you followed instincts given to you by the spirits. It guided you and gave you purpose. Now you can move beyond instinct. You will be tempted to fall from your dharma more often, but you can also accomplish so much more. Dharma is the path you will follow, whether it is as a warrior, priestess, or craftsman. The Ashtadash created the paths so we could purify our souls. From what I can see, you will make a fine wife and mother. I sense a strong nurturing desire."

Children. The thought never really crossed Ishku's mind as an otter. One day she would find a mate, and kids would come as a course of nature. Now, she realized, it was a choice. A husband was a choice. Excitement overcame fear as words tumbled from her mouth. "Is a mother a path I can take? I think I would like it. Maybe I could care for other children, too."

Rubek giggled, and said, "Yes, there are such paths. You could teach. Perhaps you will be blessed abundantly, and you could nurse the children of those unable. You could also help them give birth. But first, let me get you settled with your future family."

The Ganga River flowed through Jaya, and on the bank there was a stone structure. The stones were a muted mustard, and the steps led up into a cloister which entered a pyramid temple. At the base of the stairs were two stone statues, one on either side. They were otters biting fish. Rubek said, "This is your home. They will have a feast ready for you, as they do every time a new brother or sister joins them as janaav." Rubek touched Ishku's shoulder, and it sent another tingle through the otter. Human touch was quite strange, especially without hair.

Black otter spraint was smeared on the pillars leading up to the pyramid. Fish scales, bones, and other undigested items were evident in the dung. The scents overwhelmed Ishku and told her to stop before she entered someone else's territory.

She shifted down to an otter and froze. The shift in perspective and abilities was momentarily paralyzing, as she lost height, weight, and speech. Then she went to the stone pillars and sprainted, leaving her scent by the pillars.

When she looked up, there were human people watching. Some had fur all over their skin. Others had a snout still protruding from their mouth. Still others hid their animal signs with clothes. A young man knelt and said, "Come, shift back to a woman, and join us in the hall. It can be uncomfortable shifting so often after the transformation."

He stroked Ishku's back, from the top of the head, along the spine, and Ishku arched her back and purred in response. She slowly worked back to her human form, but failed to complete the transformation twice before it took hold. Every failure shot her partially developed form back into an otter, feeling as if she was pulling against a rope which whipped her back.

The man said, "I am Piv. I will guide you to your path."

He reached out a hand, and she took it. "Thank you. I am Ishku. It is hard. Walk and speak like men? Touch feels different."

"It feels intoxicating," he said. There was a sheen to his eyes, some twinkle. A light touch to the small of Ishku's back only accentuated it. "Now come and enjoy food like you never have before."

Iron doors opened to reveal a well-lit interior, with beautiful tapestries filled with dyes from berries, plants, and bugs. Statues of otters were positioned along staircases which led to catwalks and large balconies. The eyes of the otter statues, unlike the ones outside, had sapphires inset.

The smell was savory and thick, with plenty of meaty dishes spiced with delicious flavors lost to an otter's tongue and nose. Men and women danced in the center of the room, with tables all around them. Many wore little more than loin cloths and sheer tops, revealing beautiful forms. Ishku's cheeks were hot from the sight, and Piv leaned over. "Yet none of them are as beautiful as you."

She chortled, not entirely sure why, then her senses snapped back to everything around her. She trembled, legs weak, until they gave in and she knelt. Piv knelt beside her. Warm arms wrapped around her and gave comfort. She focused on the warmth, drowning out the bewildering surroundings. He whispered into her ear, "It is okay. We are all confused our first time. It's intentional. When you see all these sensations in the city, they will be easier to process."

The woman cried, wanting the simplicity of her otter life back. Yet the allure and complexity of these new senses would never allow her to be happy as the otter she was. Her stomach growled and snapped her out of self-pity. She went to a table and sat without another word. Fish beyond imagining adorned the table, and she picked one up and ripped through the flesh and tore apart the bones.

Piv put his hand on hers to slow her down. "You can't eat the bones. Just a friendly warning. It's very uncomfortable." So she ate only slightly more daintily, making sure to pick out most of the bones before finishing the meal.

Ishku gave into all the delights of the night. She ate a little bit of everything, until she ate a lot more than she should have. Feeling uncomfortably full was a strange sensation, something she could never acquire in the wild. She drank juices and spirits until her head was light, and everything made her laugh. The dancers invited her to join them. Overly long limbs flailed, a new born in comparison to the practiced performers. 

Moments before dawn, Piv took her into a back room with a bed, and she took part in mating as a human woman as well. Entwined with Piv, every pleasure melted away the apprehensions.

The next morning Piv woke Ishku. Every chirp of a bird was a hammer to her skull. Piv's touch evoked cringes instead of thrills. He gave her a drink and said, "Take it. It will ease the pain." There was no humor in Ishku's heart, no matter how much Piv smirked and chuckled.

The pain from the night dulled, and Ishku got out of bed. Piv said, "I am a craftsman. I make some of the most beautiful jewelry in all Jaya, and my creations are worn by nobility and priests. You are the most beautiful of our clan, and your heart is immense. They say you would delight in children, and I need children. Will you be my mate?"

The formality didn't exist in nature. Ishku's father and mother met, it felt natural, and mother was added to his harem. Pairing led to horrible scarification on her face. Yet here, Piv spewed words with little meaning to Ishku, but they seemed kind and considerate.

"I would be honored."
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MAIDENS TOOK ISHKU to the temple courtyard and dressed her in a red sari with golden threads at the trim to make a pattern appropriate for the otter clan. Henna marked along her arms and on her forehead, creating elaborate patterns, which intimidated the poor bride. Delicate gold links formed a circlet which adorned her head. A broach sporting a massive emerald, sapphire, ruby, and diamond, nestled in her hair. Pearls wrapped around her neck.

One of the handmaidens said, "This is all crafted by your soon to be husband, Piv. He is beyond talented, and with you, beyond affectionate. You two will have a beautiful life filled with making lots of children."

Ishku blushed as she went on to think of Piv's body, then her and the girls giggled.

When Ishku was fully decorated, they escorted her outside. There was a canopy tethered to branches. Below the canopy there was a fire, a mound of rocks, a bowl of water, and a bowl with smoldering incense. Piv rested under the canopy in front of the four elements, and Ishku was led to join him, sitting elegantly on the floor.

Piv whispered, "You look more beautiful every time I see you."

"You've seen me twice," she said, smirking. "I fear I'm marrying a flatterer."

"You are marrying a craftsman and a poet. May the words and jewelry I lavish you be equal to your beauty. Do you like what I made for you?"

People filed in, though Ishku knew none of them. They all sat on the ground, leaving a path in the center for the priestess to walk down. Rubek stood at the other end and winked at Ishku. The familiarity, the only face she recognized in her short time as a janaav, filled her breast with warmth.

"They are stunning, but I preferred last night." Her fingers gently brushed his. "One can feel quite lavish when wearing nothing at all." She took joy in him swallowing hard and turning red as if sunburned. It was the first time he was silent.

Rubek approached the couple. Music strummed in the background. Rubek reached the canopy and lifted her hands, "To the spirits—the Ashtadash—I present Priv and Ishku, two who walk the dharma of the otter janaav, having known life as both otter and janaav, for it is only right to mix the blood of like generations." The crowd murmured a chant. Ishku couldn't make it out, though she wasn't sure if it was because the chant was so quiet, or they used a different language.

"Do we have the consent of the spirits to marry these two?" Rubek continued.

Ishku gasped and leaned back as the four elements in front of her came to life. The water came together to form a toad, which croaked, "I consent."

The rocks cobbled together into a little statue, and the lips moved to groan, "I consent."

The wisps of incense wrapped around each other until lips formed to whisper, "I consent."

The top half of a woman with red skin came out of the fire. "I consent."

"The spirits, on behalf of the Ashtadash, bless these proceedings. Priv and Ishku, take each others hands." And so they did, though Ishku felt the incense in her nostrils, and the world blurred. Her lungs and head were not used to the poignant fragrance.

Rubek put a lotus in their cupped hands and poured oil over it. "You are anointed into your new life. May you follow the path of dharma, so that you may be reunited in all subsequent lives, until you are no longer bound to this world, but you are a part of all things." Then Piv guided Ishku so they walked around the elements several times, until he stopped back where they started. Every trip around made Ishku’s heart beat harder.

Singing and music started. People threw flower petals. Bride and groom were hoisted up and carried into the otter clan building where another great feast awaited. They were placed at the head table, and all their food was brought to them. Ishku ate and drank without ever needing to speak a word. Then she asked, "What were those things? The toad, the woman—the things?" She was at a loss for words. Being an otter most her life didn't prepare her for the experience.

Piv's eyes turned crescent from mirth. "Those are the spirits. There is water, earth, air, and fire. They guide us. Once we were guided by eighteen of the wisest: the Ashtadash. Now you only hear of your friend's brother's grandma seeing them."

"What does that mean?" She squinted, trying to discern the weird phrase.

"It means it probably didn't happen. It was likely too much drink or smoke. Maybe eating a bad frog or drinking of the wrong water." He shrugged. "They left us long ago, but the spirits here lead us as needed. By now, it's the janaav who lead anyway, with man following our instinct, strength, and courage."

The rest of the day was one long celebration. Then, at night, Piv and Ishku bedded for the second time.

Years of trying revealed that either Piv's seed was not strong enough to take root, or Ishku's womb was barren.

One night, as they were about to bed, Piv stopped and sat up. "This is fruitless. We need a water spirit. Maybe she can tell us what is wrong. Perhaps my seed is weak and, spirits could give the needed strength. Or your womb is dry, and spirits could wet it to be receptive."

Ishku's heart broke, and she looked away in shame. She helped birth children all day, but she couldn’t conceive her own.

The following morning they went to a water spirit, Cadm, and Piv said, "Spirit Cadm, we can’t have children. Please, let us know if it is her womb or my seed. Give us a solution so we can have kids. If it’s dharma, give us a way to repent."

Cadm did not appear as a person, but instead was a bowl of water with a fish in it. The fish said, "Have the woman place her finger in the bowl, but do not panic. This will scare you, but it will not harm."

Ishku put her hand in the bowl, and water wrapped around her arm and climbed up. It traced down her torso and past her pounding heart. Finally it settled on her stomach, weaving around and soaking into her skin. Ishku gave a shriek at the cold entering her.

"I see," the fish said. "Now, young man, put your hand in the bowl." The water went up his arm and disappeared, but the surprise in his eyes and sudden cough told Ishku where the water went. The water receded and again the fish said, "I see."

There was a lengthy pause, where Piv and Ishku stood side by side waving back and forth in reticence.

"The woman otter is barren. The seed will never find fertile ground. It may be physical, it may be her dharma." The fish then swam a circle, as if it said nothing and was simply a fish.

Ishku dropped to her knees and wept. The news strangled her.

Piv embraced her. He asked, "Is there anything we can do?"

Cadm said, "I can try to heal her womb. Leave her here a week, and when she is returned, she will produce children for you."

For the next week, the water spirit changed into many forms and poked and prodded at Ishku. Numerous teas of varying disgusting textures and flavors were provided. Every time she was tempted to stop drinking, she remembered Piv and saw their children together. Then, on the seventh day, Cadm said, "You are complete. Your womb will take his seed, and you will have children. My request is that the first child is mine for five years, and then I will return him. They will continue visiting me until they are twelve and their body changes. After that, they may visit, or they may not. Because I healed you, the water element will be in their blood, and I need to teach someone what I know. Are these terms acceptable?"

The deception angered Ishku, but the healing was done. "Of course," she said, swallowing back the words she wanted to spew, the curses she wanted to lob at the trickster. At least it wasn't a life of servitude. She also knew it meant her first child would be powerful and revered. Janaav elementalists were exceedingly rare.

"I wish you the best. Go and follow your dharma. The Ashtadash will bless you plentifully now that I've touched your womb. Just make sure you give birth as a woman. Give birth as an otter, and the child will be broken."

Ishku went back to Piv, and she felt a glow emanating from her stomach. "Piv, my love," she said, "I am ready to give you children." They were with each other for many nights, and soon a man who knew the secrets of water confirmed she had a child in her belly. Piv threw a feast for seven days.

"I never thought I'd have a child," Ishku said while laying in Piv's arms. "We will be greatly blessed."

"The child will have a bright future as my apprentice. He will start while young."

Ishku frowned. "Love, I have something to tell you. Cadm claimed our first born. She will teach the child until five, then periodically until twelve. She only told me after she healed me."

Piv shuddered, arms tense until they crushed Ishku. At her pained mewls, he released her and sat up. "I will revoke the promise. We dealt with her in good faith, and only after you're healed she tells you what the cost is? I will kill her."

"Husband, lay down. If she told us the price before healing me, I would have gone anyway. We will have three more children before our first returns to us. Please, do not upset her and make her go back on her word. Do not let her remove my fertile womb."

He relented and dropped back down beside her. "When we have our child we will discuss with Cadm." He kissed Ishku's brow, and the two went to bed.

People saw a happy pregnant couple, two parents incapable of staying quiet about their child. But privately, while in bed, Priv would sour about the deal made with Cadm. Ishku suffered the abuses knowing they would have a child either way, and when it was finished Piv would be overjoyed at fatherhood. She could endure for a few months. After three months, as they were otters as well as men, Ishku said, "I’m in labor. Fetch the physician."

Piv ran off as servants helped Ishku to her bed. They put pillows under her and comforted her with towels dipped in cool water. When the physician arrived, he told her to push. She felt the small body leave her, and Ishku cried at what the spirits gave her. Then her heart sank when there was no crying. Piv roared in anger and tore his clothes. Ishku wept for the next month, mourning the loss and cursing everyone she knew.

Then, after the month was up and she regained her wits, Ishku said, "It was an accident," she said. "We can try again." So they did. Three times.

When the fourth child perished, Piv said, "I am going to Cadm. I will kill her and free us of her curse."

"It is not her," Ishku said, sullen. "It is me. I will be back. Let me go for a walk, then I will drink to ease my mind."

Ishku cried when she arrived at Cadm's hut. She said, "You failed. My body is not strong enough, even with your magic. Ease my pain. Give me poison so I can end my humiliation. Then Piv will marry a woman capable of having children."

"I am sorry for your loss." Cadm formed into a woman for the first time, and tears drained from her eyes without ceasing. She captured them in a small flask, and said, "Add this to any drink and swallow it. Then you will die."

Back home, Ishku ordered a servant to bring her wine, and Ishku poured the tears into the drink. "Go, and send my husband up in an hour."

But the servant saw the despair and knew the signs of forsaking the path given to all living things, and she fled from the room down to Piv and said, "Your wife fights dharma by killing herself. She wants to release you from her."

Piv dashed up the steps. As the cup touched Ishku's lips, Piv slapped the wine away. "You will not take your life, and I will not take your honor. Walk your path of dharma. You are good with pregnant women. Continue to comfort them. But you are no longer welcome in my house. I will find a wife who can bare children so my line continues. I’m sorry for whatever sin you committed in another life to be so cursed. I pray your dharma will set it right, and you will have a multitude of children in the next life."
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IT HAD BEEN WEEKS SINCE anyone outside her clients spoke to her, and Ishku shuddered as if woken from a dream. "Excuse me?"

"You've a sad face. How do I make you smile?" She couldn't tell Aavu was a tiger. She couldn't see the stripes on his skin under his robes. She could only see his intense amber eyes boring into her. The look was one of either attraction or hunger.

"Not looking at me would be a start. What are you? Men don't have those eyes." She wrapped her arms around her tighter, a hand covering her neck.

Aavu laughed and sat full lotus in front of her. "I'm Aavu, a tiger janaav. I won't eat you. Our manners don't improve, but our eating habits do."

Ishku snickered, then was solemn. "I see," she said, hiding mirth. It was the first time she felt humor in a long time. "I am Ishku, an otter janaav. I am cursed and cast out."

The tiger was confused as he looked at her face more intently. "You don't have the marking of an outcaste." He touched her forehead, and she recoiled. "So what do you mean?"

"My dharma as a caretaker remains. I help birth children. In return, I cannot birth my own."

He grunted and sat next to her against the building. "Sounds difficult. Sorry this life sucks."

"I get to watch everyone else pass on their line, unable to pass on my own." Tears welled up and spilled over her cheeks.

"And imagine, as an otter you wouldn't be nearly as aware of this. Cruel fate." It was matter of fact, like they were talking about some distant plight. Though, as an otter, she would share her mate, and he would abuse—possibly kill—her.

The two were silent, though the silence was engulfed by the din of the crowd. She looked up, sniffled, and wiped her cheeks.

Aavu did not look at her. He looked straight ahead, watching people as they passed. "As an otter it's all instinct. You don't think about not having babies or having them. You just do what you'd do. But you're janaav."

"You're not a nice man."

"Maybe you're looking at life wrong. You get to enjoy a lot you wouldn't as an otter. It is a shame you focus on one issue."

He smiled, stood up, and walked away, but Ishku was left with a dozen thoughts. First and foremost was how one of the greatest predators of Jaya was so simple and straightforward. After that, she pondered why she wasn't more grateful for what she had. Was ignorance better than awareness?

The meeting shifted Ishku's view on life as she continued forward. Every birth gave her the same joy as the mother. Each child became her own in a way, and the mothers accepted this love. She had a small house on the outskirts of the city, near a small pond which fed into the Ganga River. As her reputation thrived, mothers came to her to birth in the small pond which remained warm all year long. Soon there was a line from the time the sun raised until it set. All of Jaya became her child, and it left a warmth in her chest during the day.

At night, try as she might to remain grateful, the loneliness ached. She went out to find Aavu and found he was a tanner. The scent of the cured and drying hides wrinkled Ishku's nose.

"Aavu, I am Ishku. You changed my life with your wisdom." She parted a few hung skins, and he stood over a fresh piece of leather with fur still attached.

"How'd I do that?" He looked up briefly, then went back to his work, rubbing the hide roughly in order to toughen it and remove the fur.

"You told me to be appreciative. I have been, and now I am a midwife to nearly every child born in Jaya. They are all as my own. No mother has an issue with this. But at night, I still feel empty. How do you cure that?"

"I remember you." He paused, thoughtful for a moment. "Hard to stay warm when your heart isn't. Find a man. Let him have a harem so he can still have children. Make those kids your own." Aavu shrugged. "That's what I'd do. That or find a man like you: barren."

"Dharma dictates I can only marry another otter. So then what? There are no fruitless men in the otter clan, especially none in the first generation."

"You live far away, don't you? Find someone discreet. No one will care." Aavu looked into her eyes and stopped his work. "I'm barren and sneaky." He licked his lips.

There was a kindness in his eyes that caused Ishku's heart to skip. "What if someone caught a leather maker at a midwife's house?"

"Not everyone is good, and you have a lot of attention on you. I'm a bodyguard in need of money."

Ishku thought on the idea for a while and nodded. "Be at my house tonight, then. I make good money and can pay you well."

Aavu’s eyes lit up. The tiger clan shunned Aavu. He was a fantastic leather worker, and the clan had exquisite armor for his talents. However, he was a sixth generation. Even if fertile, his children would be human.

The crowd at Ishku’s dwindled, and Aavu knocked on her door. Ishku answered immediately and said, "Come in, Aavu. I will have dinner finished shortly."

They ate fish. Ishku apologized. "I could not buy any other meat. My dharma doesn't permit it. If you would like anything else for dinner, you will have to buy it and bring it. I will cook it."

"Cooking it smears your path. I'll cook it."

"I can't have children, and I have a tiger in my home. I'm sure the universe can overlook me cooking chinkara." They both laughed. The entire night was filled with laughter and light touches. Ishku's skin prickled.

The last candle snuffed out, and they went to bed. Ishku put Aavu's arms around her, and she snuggled with her back to his chest. The tiger hummed, then asked, "Is this it? If we're going to get in trouble, we might as well go all the way."

"Yes. I am not ready for more. We are breaking enough rules as is."

Dinner and snuggling continued for weeks. Now and then Ishku would turn and kiss the tiger, and they would embrace with an appetite they didn't slake. She remembered Piv in those moments and was worried about being vulnerable.

People talked in those weeks. Her clients, past and present, asked why a tiger janaav always visited once they all left, and always left as they arrived. Ishku said she wanted security, and tigers made excellent protectors. While the women said they were happy with the answer, fewer people showed up until Ishku was only busy in the morning. No one ever returned with their children, and when Ishku went to call on those she delivered, the families were busy.

Then Rubek visited. Solemn faced, she said, "Ishku, rumors say you are spending your nights with a sixth generation tiger. Not only is he of the wrong janaav, but the wrong generation. Do you have a defense?"

"He protects me," she said. "Nothing more. My shack is old and creaks, and his presence makes it sufferable and safe."

"I'm sorry, but there are plenty of otters who could protect you. We will be back tomorrow with a decision on if we find your actions acceptable, and what we will do because of them."

Ishku told Aavu that evening, and the tiger became sullen. "They sent an elephant janaav to my house. They weren't so nice with the words. Though, I wasn't real nice, either."

"What will we do?" Her brows furrowed.

"Leave." Thoughts ran through his head on how to make it feasible, then he continued. "Yes, we leave. Tonight we find outcastes in the streets and invite them. We'll start a small village with the desperate."

Aavu and Ishku spoke to outcastes all night. The outcaste janaav were so grateful and found such sincerity and kindness in Ishku's eyes, that they couldn't help but follow. A few dozen gathered for the trip into the jungle.

When Rubek showed up the following morning, she had three warriors with her. She said, "Ishku, the council finds you walking away from your dharma. We must brand you an outcaste. You are to beg in the streets or be exiled." The priestess stumbled a little when she went around to the back of the shack, at the pool, and found the small army of janaav.

Ishku said, "Come and mark me. We leave in the morning."

Aavu also stepped forward. "I'm Aavu. They probably talked about me. Brand me. Burn it in there real good."

Rubek gestured for one of the warriors to mark Aavu. Then Rubek walked to Ishku. She whispered, "Stay safe. Dharma threw you from her path, and you abandoned it when she abandoned you. I pray in the next life she doesn't treat you so coldly."

Ishku embraced the woman, and both cried as Ishku was marked on the neck, a merciful place as it was easy to hide.

The small pack of outcaste janaav set out after the branding, and after several weeks wandering, they founded the city of Mibtha, where they were able to live away from the rules of Jaya and dharma.
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Chapter Five

Tale of the Elephant Bandit King
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Every morning Ishku woke up to the sun. The day started with her walking down to a nearby river, meditating, praying, and then going for a swim, which included nabbing fish. She meticulously blessed them, shifted into an otter, and ate them raw.

Next, Sugriva watched her go to the field, which started in a small mound of earth, then climbed up a massive tree truck which provided nutrients for a variety of mushrooms. She worked the dirt, took the plants, and brought them back to the shed. Others helped her, though she was the only one who went through the farming ritual day after day.

After a moon of watching this, Sugriva approached her, as she walked back from the river. "I want to help."

The otter woman cocked her head to the side. "Why? Stay on your path."

Hi bristled at the lecture. “I’m bored. Give me something to do."

She laughed, and it melted Sugriva's heart. "Follow me."

The pair went to the garden, where she leaned down and picked at a small, green plant. "This is a weed. Pull these and only these." She handed him the weed. "For reference."

He picked weeds, and before long he could feel a force burrowing into him. Bagheer stared at him from a distance. Sugriva continued, though after a few minutes, Ishku went to him.

"You foolish monkey. This is not a weed. It doesn't look at all like what I gave you." She pulled out the weed she gave him and compared them.

"They're both green.”

"This one is green with a white vein underneath. This one is green all the way through, except for a white tip at the edge of the leaf. Here it is ridged, while this one is smooth and waxy." She slapped the back of his head, though not hard. "Try again."

For a week he floundered at picking the right weeds verse flowers, until Ishku remained close to him all the time to make sure he didn't damager her herbs and mushrooms.

One day, after they finished Aavu approached Sugriva. "I know what you want. I wanted it too."

Sugriva flushed. "Are you threatening me?"

The predatory intensity left Aavu's eyes. "No," he whispered. "I just know Ishku." With that, the tiger left.

Another week passed, and Sugriva filled baskets with peaches and plums before Ishku woke up. He ate a few, then tossed the pits.

Ishku laughed when she woke up to the baskets. "Sugriva, we need to talk about boundaries, I think. When did you wake up that you had time to gather all this fruit?" She sat by the basket and bit into a succulent plum, juices running down her chin. "You picked them at the right time, too. I'm impressed, since I could hardly trust you to weed."

Sugriva, in his monkey form at the time, gave a pleased grunt and strode up to her, sitting in her lap. She pet behind his ears. His shoulder twitched and he cooed.

"Why are you doing this? We are outcaste, but you seem drawn to our pathless labor."

He moved from her lap and shifted into a man. "My parents were outcaste. My uncle adopted me to be a merchant. He beat me because I'd rather fight—like my parents." He looked away, off in the distance where Bagheer trained on his own. "They don't understand. You are on the path or off the path. Sometimes the path is overgrown or disappears. Sometimes it splits. It doesn't matter to them."

"Take care, monkey." She touched his cheek, brow furrowing. "You blaspheme, and you have a lot to lose. You work with janaav of different species. You can explore all of Sankive's wonders." She looked up at the canopy, birds of brilliant colors flying overhead. "Don’t throw it away carelessly."

The ache of shame reverberated in Sugriva's chest. "I'm sorry. I get carried away."

She laughed, and it brought warmth to his heart. Her hand interlocked with his. "Passion is good."

***
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MIBTHA BECAME A PART of Sugriva's life, as he became a part of Mibtha. First he helped with the garden, providing food for the people. Then he helped pass out food alongside Ishku and Aavu. The tiger janaav never ceased giving him disgusted looks.

After months in the village, Bagheer stood next to Sugriva while handing out food. The panther refused to hold the basket Ishku handed him. "This is not my work. My work is to protect the village, and I will stay with my dharma. Those confused on their path will master none of the skills they should, and will instead dabble in all the skills they do not need. Because of this, they will be made lowly in the next life."

Aavu scowled, but Ishku only laughed and touched the tiger on the shoulder to calm him. "That is your path to walk, then."

Bagheer turned to Sugriva. "You are giving up on your dharma. Train. You are not a commoner. You are not of the womanly dharma. Why do you prepare food and hand it out? Why do you garden when you need to fight? Picking peaches will not kill demons. Stop being a lovestruck child." He snorted at Ishku. "And what is the goal? To impress an otter outcaste? You cannot be with her, Sugriva."

It felt like someone punched the monkey in the chest, and he blushed furiously. "Not why I'm doing this."

"It is. We know it. She knows it. You seem the only one who doesn’t know it."

"There's nothing to fight. Should we spar? We train in the morning and night. Patrols are sent out regularly. What more should I do?"

Aavu piped up, "There are bandits nearby."

"Shush, Aavu. That is not their problem." Ishku slapped his arm. "That is our problem, and we will deal with it."

"No. They want to walk their path. The monkey’s path leads to killing these bandits." He turned back to the monkey. "They demand payment every season. Payment is usually food. Sometimes they borrow our women and send them back beaten if at all. I tried avenging them."

"A tiger janaav who cannot take care of his own," Bagheer scoffed. "Mibtha is truly forsaken by the Ashtadash. Why haven't you dealt with the bandits?"

Ishku said, "Pahto, an elephant janaav, leads them. He is always in his janaav form and swings around a stone stele from the ruins they live in. He killed several visiting warriors, along with hot-blooded men who thought they could solve this issue on their own. Aavu was given two broken legs. They recruit from children in Jaya, Mibtha, and other villages in the area."

Sugriva said, "It is our dharma. Bajjo will welcome a reprieve from the mundane."

***
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"I'LL LET A DEMON BITE me before I help outcastes," Bajjo hollered. "A coward seduced our monkey, and now she wants us to take out the trash? They can do it. I want nothing to do with this." The badger crossed his arms and snarled.

"That settles that," Bagheer said. "I suppose it will be Sugriva and myself."

Labda shrugged. "I'll go. Why not? I get bored of watching these barbarians. I miss battle."

"I will go, too," Falak said. "I can watch the skies and remove snipers, but I will not fight an elephant. My bones are hollow and Pahto will be fat."

Aavu waited for them on the outskirts. "I'm going, too. I need blood for what he did to my legs."

"Come watch what warriors can do when they remain on their path," Bagheer said.

The trees were thick, and as they closed in on the ruins, the jungle did not thin. The bandits were careful to obscure any paths they used. Gnarled roots lumped up as if small hills, choking out the underbrush. Prey hid in the cracks of the growth, while snakes and great cats watched from above. Many of the creatures eyed Labda as a meal, but Bagheer and Falak gave off the aura of a predator which deterred hunts.

Bandits fell out of the trees. Bows, chakrams, and boomerangs fell beside them as they thumped into the roots. Snakes consumed the easy meals. The trees gave way to squared rocky outcroppings. The ruins were toppled, the large stones fallen from their once lofty heights. Pillars half sunk into the earth noted a building which had at least one story hidden under the soil.

Then they reached a slanted walkway, half-buried. The path led to a staircase that went up several floors until it reached the pinnacle, with a small stone hut on top. Three elephant statues perched on the roof, gazing down and judging those ascending the pathway. It was a place likely built by Ashtadash when they were well-known in the world. A sacred place.

Bagheer and Labda touched their lips and muttered a prayer to the elephant.

Several warriors appeared. Falak perched on a column nearby. Arrows fled his bow, piercing the bandits as they appeared. When Falak's quiver was empty, he flew back to Mibtha, his obligation fulfilled. Sugriva thrust his staff into a bandit's throat, jarring the Adam's apple, so he couldn't breathe. With a cry of mockery, Sugriva thwacked another man between the legs and made him crumple in pain. Bagheer slit the bandit's throat for good measure.

The panther growled. "Do not play with your foe, Sugriva. Put them down."

Three quick thrusts to a man's chest caused him to topple, gasping for air. Sugriva laughed. "If they can't defend childish attacks, why would I fight them like men?"

Just then, Bajjo broke the two out of their conversation as he charged out of the forest. In screaming glory he jumped on a man. Claws splashed blood across stone. Sugriva, Bagheer, and Labda looked at the badger, confused. Bajjo grunted, "What? Mibtha is really boring."

Bagheer sighed. "Sugriva plays with his opponent. Bajjo leaves them unrecognizable when judged for reincarnation. Now that man must start his journey anew."

Aavu laughed, thrusting his paw into a gut and sending the man to the ground. "If the Asthadash could recognize him, he'd come back as blades of grass in a flood plain where he’ll be drowned again and again."

"Will you fair better when the Ashtadash judge your soul?" Bagheer asked. "You proudly display the sins you live with. Sugriva becomes a disciple to your heresy, eager to learn more. You did not just fall off the path, but you drag others with you. If these bandits are drowning blades of grass, you will be a tree which is the scratching post of other animals, left there for centuries to be marred and pissed on."

The tiger growled but said nothing.

Four statues to the Ashtadash were at the top of the stairs. A waterfall pulled itself up and slid down stones, rocks floated around each other, a small twister kept twigs and leaves aloft, and a fire elevated above its pillar. The elephants had sapphire eyes and diamond tusks. Inside, jade monkeys hung from the ceiling. Swords smoldered, some with burning glyphs etched into their sides. No doubt they were the work of Yuvin, a Jayan smith who enchanted weapons centuries ago.

There was a staircase leading down deeper into the half-buried complex. At the bottom of the stairs there was a large chamber. Light came through high windows and holes in the roof. There were two fresh water pools on either side of the walkway up to the throne at the back. The pools were pristine green, with water lilies budding. Sugriva thought of how much Ishku would love the place.

Pillars lined the path to the throne, and on the outside of the pillars torches illuminated glistening treasure troves.

A large man, larger than General Humbari, sat on the throne. He held a pillar in his hand. A sigh trumpeted from him. He only wore a loin cloth and a massive gold necklace which went down to his belly. Ivory tusks jutted out of his mouth. He bellowed, echoing in the stone chamber, "Welcome. Now die in this holy place sanctified by the god of gold."

Bagheer stepped forward. "As a priest and follower of dharma, I can see to it that you are given a worthy reincarnation in the next life. Surely you did something right in the last life that you were made an elephant janaav, creator of worlds. Do not diminish your path further. I will execute you honorably."

"Your dharma is a crock of dung. Come. Kill me if you can. I look forward to popping. Then I'll eat your heart to keep you from reincarnating."

"He welcomes the maw of the dark ones," Bagheer muttered about the dark ritual. "Distract him." He pulled out his dagger and put it in his mouth. The man shifted into a sleek black panther and disappeared into the shadows.

Bajjo grumbled while closing the distance between him and Pahto. "Bajjo, go stab the mean thing. Slash it with your claws. Keep its attention, Bajjo. Good Bajjo. I could at least get pet by a virgin born from lilies for my troubles. But no. It's just, heal up and get back in there." He snarled. "It's unfair. You know that, Pahto? It's unfair."

Pahto leveled his column and swung across. Bajjo shifted into a badger and hid under it, then shifted back in time to jump on Pahto's face. Sugriva jumped onto the stele and slid down it when it was high enough.

The bandit king shifted into an elephant so Bajjo's claws couldn't penetrate the thick hide. Pahto shook the column, and monkey used his staff to catapult into the air, screeching as he did. Pahto tossed Bajjo off with his trunk, then shifted back to janaav, smirking at the airborne monkey. Sugriva grimaced, and laughed nervously. "Can we work something out?"

The column swung as hard as Pahto could. Sugriva put out his staff as if it would help, and the column snapped it like a twig, then sent Sugriva flying into a far wall. Labda buffered the air to slow Sugriva. Stars still exploded in his vision as he rolled down a mound of chinking treasure. He looked up in time to see Labda move under the strikes to cut at the janaav's hamstrings. Bursts of wind agitated Pahto's eyes, making it hard for him to see the elementalist.

Aavu attacked from behind, clawing and nipping, until he was kicked in the face. Still, he attacked again. Pahto shifted into an elephant and sat on Aavu. The tiger scraped at the stone, doing his best to escape. It looked like Aavu was given another broken leg instead of revenge.

Bajjo swiped at the elephant furiously. This time, Pahto picked up the badger and slammed him repeatedly against the ground, then stepped on him and shifted into his elephant form. Bajjo cried out as bones snapped audibly.

The room shifted under Sugriva's feet as he tried to regain senses. He wanted to sprint, to pounce the bandit king and help Bajjo, but he couldn't walk in a straight line. Labda continued his strikes, until Pahto kicked back as an afterthought. The man slammed against the back wall. He didn't get back up, and Sugriva thought him for dead. It was the most likely scenario unless he pulled off a final burst of magic.

Then Bagheer dropped down. Claws on his hands and feet dug into the flesh, while his dagger met with the elephant's throat over and over again, slicing and stabbing, the blood gushing out from the large creature. Pahto shifted back to janaav in the hopes of freeing himself of the panther, but it only allowed the dagger to cut deeper. Bagheer slit deep into the throat, and opened up Pahto's neck, the river of blood flowing abundantly.

Sugriva collapsed to the ground, no longer required to pretend he could stand. Face down on the stone, he gave a thumbs up and said, "Great work guys. I'm going to throw up now."
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The boy yawned as the sun set. Lights built into the city streets illuminated the evening. The kid said, "Tell me more tomorrow, please?"

Sugriva laughed and ruffled the boy's hair. "I'll see you in the morning." With that, the boy scampered in the direction of the orphanage, glowing orange from the street lights.

Scholars strode through the city with books in their arms. Different theories on different devices were discussed. Any salvage sites which were not illuminated would be abandoned for the night, while those with working lights had a constant rotation of clever minds trying to puzzle out the riddles. A few smiths attempted to work with the lights so they could make them portable, but the technology was beyond them. After a light was destroyed due to tinkering, it became illegal to tamper with them.

Theories on the lights spanned from some sort of magical energy long forgotten, to trapping fire spirits in them to use their essence to fuel the lights. All of the concepts were fascinating, and Sugriva did like to listen in from time to time, but beyond the base theories, he couldn't comprehend it.

The traffic thinned out as Sugriva left the settled regions of the massive city. The ghost town was surveyed to be able to hold at least a million people, and they brought a mere fifty thousand. Even if they brought all the inhabits of Jaya and the neighboring kingdoms, without any deaths from the demon invasion, they would fill a quarter of the city.

A structure off to the side had an open yard of rock. An engineer said it was likely a warehouse with the yard for staging goods. There were hundreds around the city of Bahimatt.

The inside was barren, with a dip in the floor. A rail set in the dip, going in one side of the structure and out the other. Some rails glowed. Some went above the city. Shacks connected to the rail every couple hundred feet.

Sugriva's ears perked at the sound of footsteps outside, and he shifted into a monkey. The rails were convenient for running out of the warehouse without going on the main street, and his agility allowed him to easily traverse it, as it narrowed significantly above the city.

He glimpsed a shadow against the moon and street lights, though he couldn't make out the figure. He darted across the rail, up a line of shacks, then through a few buildings. After the fourth building, the shadow disappeared.

In front of Sugriva stood the massive dark blue dome. On the dome there were silver dots mirroring the sky above. The scholars debated most heavily on this astrological structure. What was it for? What was inside? Why were there no doors?

Most pressing, however, was why shadows went in and out at night, yet no one saw—

Then there was a light to interrupt Sugriva's thought. An amber glow briefly shot across the street, and then it was gone. It was at a bad angle, a door where Sugriva couldn't see, but he dashed down the rail, down the side of a building, and out to where he saw the light. It was just a wall.

"Ashtadash curse you." He pried at it, looking for cracks, but the wall was an entirely smooth alloy, some sort of metal that the people of Sankive knew nothing about. "Still means I've seen more than the scholars." He knocked on the wall and it reverberated.

"I'll be back," he shouted at the dome.

***
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Sugriva darted about the streets and found a group of scholars. "Who works on the dome? I saw something last night."

The men laughed. "If a monkey warrior saw something we didn't, then I guess we're all going to be born blind in the next life." When they finished, one of them said, "But if we didn't listen to any rumors, we would miss some of our finds. Good warrior, what did you see?"

Irritated, and a touch embarrassed, he grumbled, "I climbed around a warehouse near the dome and saw a shadow."

Another scholar shrugged and walked off. "Shadows are nothing new. Everyone who strolls past that dome says they glimpse a shadow."

Sugriva let him leave. If he was going to be a jerk about it, that was his loss. Once gone, he continued. "I followed the shadow through the streets until it arrived at the dome."

"Oh." The scholars were interested now.

"I lost sight of it, but stuck around a while. Then a light poured out onto the street."

This made the scholars gasp, elbowing each other. Frantic words shot back and forth as theories were altered and conjured. The monkey couldn't make anything of their ramblings.

"Monkey," one said, breaking out of the tizzy. "Show us where the door was."

The validation made Sugriva’s chest puff out.

***
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THE MORNING BROUGHT a rude awakening. A shadow hovered over Sugriva's bed—a man with a staff. "Good morning, Sugriva, feral monkey of Sankive, Ghost Monkey, bane of demons. There's a woman in the north who will soon have similarly pompous titles. It exhausts me to say them all. Anyway, did you sleep well?"

Kill it, the voice screamed, and Sugriva saw the wisdom.

Sugriva gave into the voice and reason faded away. His body flung forward. Claws swiped through the air. The intruder had a staff which detached into seven segments held together by metal links. Wood and metal slammed into the monkey's temple, dazing him. As Sugriva tried to shift into a janaav, he was brought out of the form, his mind too fuzzy to maintain it.

"Bad monkey," the stranger scolded. "You're meant for great things, but here you are, attacking wildly."

"You broke into my house!" Sense came back to Sugriva, as he shook his head. The room spun from the pain. "You could at least be a beautiful woman."

"I'm not a bad looking man, but I can see the disappointment." He paced the room. "Leaping out of bed, the graceful monkey king assailed his opponent with little difficulty, using his enchanted earth staff to pin the man to the ground. That's how the battle should have read, but no. Feral monkey flies into a rage and paws blindly at nothing. Then he gets knocked upside the head." He got close to the monkey's face. "Do you see the difference? It's really shameful."

"What do you want?" He pushed the stranger away.

"I misjudged you. I'm guessing those scholars yesterday didn't know who you are."

"Why?"

"They listened." He paced the room, looking up at the ceiling, hands behind his back. "You see, I thought, a monkey with your reputation for madness would be swept aside as a lunatic. Everyone but the children treat you that way." He looked out the window, hands behind his back.

The words were matter of fact, but it hurt. Truth usually hurt, Sugriva reflected on the pain in his heart physical. He clutched his chest and loneliness entered.

"I'm sorry," the man said, stopping a moment to grimace. "I struggle with niceties. It's why I bring difficult people together."

"Stranger, you spoke the truth." The words were weak, that of a dying man.

"Stranger? Oh." He laughed, then put a hand to his mouth, the laughter obviously louder than he thought it was. "Sorry. I'm Han Lou. You can call me Lou. My story is a strange one, and stranger yet where I've been. There are lands you can't even imagine and futures you'd consider insane. But you need to know about the dome and the Seers."

"There are people in the dome?"

"Some. Most of us are far flung. I travel a lot. Go to this island. Go to that desert. After this little reprieve, I get to climb a cold mountain." He sighed. "A very tall, cold mountain.

"Anyway, only you can know about the dome. The scholars stopped snooping around, now they're back at it, and it impedes travel. My colleagues are upset with me." Lou walked up to Sugriva and asked, "Can you keep your mouth shut for me?"

The monkey nodded, dumbfounded. This was the biggest find. It was the purpose of the dome, and there were people going in and out of it. People who likely knew all the secrets to the city. "What are the lights?"

"What?" Lou cocked a brow.

"The lights that turn on and off by themselves. They don't need fire. What are they?"

"Uh," Lou looked up for a while, making a stupid face. "I mean, will you understand?" He stared off into the distance again, then shot his focus back to Sugriva. "The elemental spirits are infinite. Their power is therefore infinite. We bred spirits, siphoned power, and placed it in crystals used for the lines. The enchantment then goads them into when they can or can't use their power, which is what sets time."

"So you enslave spirits? Seems cruel."

"To you. All the spirits you speak to are sentient. Most aren't. The flickering candle has a spirit looking over it. It is summoned when the candle is lit and snuffed out when the candle fades. Are you cruel for blowing out the candle?"

"That's not what they teach."

"Messes with the order of things. Elementalists are aware of this. They can feel it. But spirits made sure they were elevated in Sankive so they could push you around. Everywhere else ignores them or knows them for the tools they are." Lou looked out the window. The early risers were up and going to work, moving goods, or just getting some fresh air. "Any other questions I don't want to answer but will if it ensures your silence?"

"I want to see inside the dome. If you don't let me, I'll tell Prince Anka."

Lou's jaw dropped. "Seriously? Blackmail? You're supposed to be honorable."

"Maybe in some future you saw? But right now, I'm a survivalist." He gave a simper. "And an overly curious monkey."

"I have to check with my colleagues. I'll come back to you within a week with an answer."

Before Lou could leave, Sugriva said, "And if you kill me, I'll have ways of letting everyone know what you are."

"If killing you was an option you'd be dead. You think you're the first one to discover the secrets?"
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MIDDAY, AS SUGRIVA lay out on the street enjoying the warmth of the sun, the boy came back. "Ghost, I'm back."

"Where are your friends? I'm sunbathing." He waved the boy off.

"They are doing what they want to do. I don't want to do that. Tell me more of your story. Isn't Puncture Day next?"

Pain exuded from his chest, tingling in his fingertips. "Puncture Day pierced the heart of Sankive—the people of Jaya and the seven kingdoms, even those who loathed us."

"So you'll tell me about it?"

Sugriva smirked. "Of course. This is the tale of Puncture Day."
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Chapter Seven

The Story of Puncture Day
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Pahto's corpse burned on a pyre to release his spirit into the next reincarnation. Euphemisms coated the harsh words regarding the elephant's next life, as it was against dharma to speak poorly of the dead. Sugriva knew Pahto would come back as something horrible in penance for the many sins of this life.

As they feasted, pyre raging in the distance, Ishku sat between Sugriva and Aavu. Sugriva reached out and put his hand on hers, and she laced her fingers between his. Aavu growled and bore fangs in a feeble threat.

Bagheer emerged from the darkness and sat next to Sugriva. "You play with chaotic and demonic paths when you sit by her, let alone hold her hand. It is my duty to report this when we rejoin the ranks."

"Do what you need to," Sugriva whispered, but the damage of Bagheer's presence was done: Ishku retracted her hand.

Bagheer continued, "Your uncle may have been a bad man to you, but you repay him with dishonor. You are sure about this path?"

Sugriva reached out and held Ishku's hand.

"So be it." He walked back to the Jayan table, set outside of the light. The warriors preferred it that way so the Ashtadash couldn't see the company they kept.

Sugriva spent more time with Ishku and less with his people. Aavu responded to him instead of rejecting him outright. The people of Mibtha warmed up to the monkey and talked and traded with him. Some thought there was a chance to seduce him, but Ishku was the only woman he wanted.

Bagheer approached him one morning. "Do you intend to come home with us?"

"No," Sugriva said, wiping sweat from his forehead as he worked a field. It was still the cool season, but the humidity was stifling.

"You can no longer drill with us."

"Fine."

"If the Fangs attack, you are not considered one of us."

At this Sugriva laughed. "Can't be that picky, Bagheer. If the Fangs attack, we're all warriors."

***
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VILLAGERS FISHED THE flooded city for massive catches. Smoked meat and nuts in fish stomachs fed Mibtha for months after the flood waters receded. Sugriva, Aavu, and Ishku stayed in Ishku's hut which was up on a mound above the waters. Children listened to stories out of the rain. The narratives were different from the fables in Jaya. Ishku taught inclusivity and avoided lectures on dharma.

Aavu walked over to Sugriva and sat down while Ishku continued her tale of the three ox and a hungry tiger. Aavu said, "It's been a year. We're thankful that you killed Pahto, but when are you leaving?"

"Never." Aavu's eyes went wide at the statement. "I'll be outcaste."

"Why?" His voice went a little high, and the children looked to Aavu, before Ishku brought their attention back to the story.

"Too much time with you and Ishku." Sugriva looked at the ground, pushing around a pebble with a twig.

"You're a fool. I'm here because there wasn't another path. But you—" He growled, his throat purring.

Sugriva replied, "You had a trade. Working with death would limit friends, but you would still have them. Pay is good." Sugriva looked into Aavu's eyes, and the tiger grimaced. "You know why I threw it away. Same as you." He looked back to the dirt and whispered, "Ishku."

Ishku gave a wide smile, losing her spot momentarily. The thought she heard him through the heavy rains brought warmth to Sugriva's chest.

"I get it," Aavu said. He stood up and stretched. "I'm going outside for a bit." He shifted into his tiger form and left the shack.

Sugriva's ears perked up, and he quickly shifted into a monkey. The rain masked a melodic slithering, but training made him aware of the difference. Gasps followed the shift in sounds. Shifting back to his man form he shouted, "Alarm!" He rushed outside, staff in hand.

A snake at least twenty feet long dropped down on Sugriva. Sugriva thrust up and cracked a fang, the strike missing the skull due to water pouring down into his eyes. Then, as the serpent sprung again, Aavu stepped forward, grabbed it, and ripped its head off. Fighting was heard throughout Mibtha, soon followed by screams as unexpecting civilians were attacked.

"Alarm," Aavu yelled, running toward a gong. He struck it several times, and Sugriva fended off the snakes while the village stirred. People rushed toward Ishku's house, many forced onto boats. Snakes rocked the boats, and coils wrapped up and around victims, pulling them into the depths.

Another Fang advanced on Sugriva in his janaav form. When he leapt toward Aavu and Sugriva swung, the Fang shifted into a snake and the strike missed entirely. Fangs sunk into Aavu's neck, giving a grip before the snake turned back into his janaav form. Oversized canines ripped into Aavu's throat. Aavu howled, then bit into the snake's skull, crushing it.

Sugriva watched as Falak jumped out a window, turned into a kite, and bolted off toward Jaya. It was his job. Run away and warn the others. Bitter laughter cut through the chaos. They were not meant to survive. He pondered how many others were under attack.

Bajjo's roar of glee penetrated the deluge, as he shredded Fang after Fang. They kept nipping at him, but it didn't slow the badger down. He cried out, "Finally, something to do!"

Bagheer said, "We should not wish chaos on these people, even if it allows us to follow the warrior's path."

"Where is Labda?" Sugriva asked, making his way to Bagheer and Bajjo. Aavu followed them. The bite on his neck turned purple and swelled.

"His soul is being judged by the Asthadash," Bagheer said, thrusting and slicing at Fangs with his dagger. "They caught him in his sleep."

Aavu interrupted, "We need to defend Ishku's hut. It's the high ground, and the tree is defensible."

"Chaos take your precious otter. We are here to survive," Bajjo hissed.

"Bajjo," Bagheer said, "Look." The people fled toward Ishku's home, huddling inside. Some were making their way up the large branch which led up to an opening in the trunk of a tree. "Outcaste or not, our dharma is to protect."

Crowds ran through the tree tops. Fangs snagged a few, bitting or wrapping around, and knocking them off the branches, into the waters below. Snakes waited in the waters to capture easy meals as villagers bobbed up once or twice, then were brought down and never seen again.

The swelling on Aavu's neck worsened, and the purple turned black. The tiger struggled to breathe, but his words choked out. Another Fang flung its weight against Aavu, and they fell into a ball of vipers. The knot of Fangs went into a frenzy, ripping at Aavu's flesh. Crimson ran from the excited coils, lapping at the shore of the hill.

"A day of blood," Bagheer said as they surrounded Ishku's hut. The band fended off the Fangs proficiently, along with the help of several other warriors who lived in the village.

Writhing snake corpses littered the mound, though more slithered toward them. Behind the hut, Ishku shouted, "Up the branch. There is safety in the trunk."

She fought as fiercely as anyone else, making sure the children and elderly were able to ascend the massive, fallen branch. Sugriva's heart fluttered at the sight. He rushed through the vipers to be beside Ishku.

"Where is Aavu?" she asked. Sugriva was numb. "I see. Labda and Falak?"

"Falak ran, as was his path. He is halfway to Jaya by now. Bagheer said Labda died before the fight began."

"I pray they are given worthy reincarnations in the next life."

"I pray the same for Aavu."

The battle for Mibtha was over. It became a question of how much blood the Fangs needed to spill to conquer the village.

Bajjo stood at the top of the branch, fending off serpents as they wrapped around the trunk and went up to cut off the retreat. He cleared the doorway to the trunk, along with other warriors. Blood splashed down the tree trunk and dyed the waters below. Fangs lapped at the warm blood, then snaked their way up the tree for a fresh taste.

One Fang dropped from the branches and wrapped around Bajjo. It's mouth agape, it covered his head, then fell to the waters where a sea of snakes awaited. Water and snake bits sprayed up from the foaming waters as Fangs overwhelmed Bajjo. The poison, lengthy battle, and unending numbers eventually saw Bajjo immersed in the red water.

Tears poured down Sugriva's cheeks. It was only a matter of time until he and Bagheer were slaughtered. Off in the distance Issi stood tall and proud. His head bobbed side to side as his hood expanded, though the hypnotic display failed to ease Sugriva as it was meant to. The snake had six arms, three on each side, and in each arm he held a weapon: sword, mace, spear, ax, dagger, and shield.

Issi slithered quickly across the waters. Sugriva and Bagheer killed Fangs as fast as they could before the demonic Fang was on the mound. It hissed, "I will skin then eat you. I will wear your flesh as a reminder to General Humbari that he has no hold over this jungle. Sankive belongs to demons like me. I am Ravasha, the schemer. I am no simple Fang, but a demon lord."

Ravasha slithered up the branch like lightning and slaughtered the few Mibtha warriors left. He thrust the spear at Sugriva, and the monkey jumped on the metal shaft. Bagheer retreated, climbing higher for a better vantage point. It was the common routine, though there were usually more warriors to distract the foe.

Sugriva knew Issi was corrupt, but now he was a demon lord? The story of Ravasha wasn't unknown to Surgiva, either. He was a demon used in tales to warn children that scheming would only lead to failure.

The thoughts were interrupted as Ravasha jostled the spear. With Sugriva off balance, the demon swung his sword to cut Sugriva in two. A quick shift from man to monkey put Sugriva well below the strike, and he climbed up the unstable spear shaft.

Ravasha dropped the spear and grabbed the monkey. Sugriva shifted into a man, then used his staff to strike the snake's wrist until the demon let him go. As a monkey again, he climbed around the tree and avoided Ravasha, as the demon gave chase. Sugriva dove toward the water, grabbed the falling spear, and thrust it into Ravasha's coils. The spear penetrated the thick hide over and over. Black blood sprayed out and burned Sugriva's skin.

The serpent's tail thrashed back and forth from the piercings. Sugriva clambered up the tree, past Ravasha, until he was out of range of the snake. Bagheer ambushed Ravasha and slit his throat. Twin daggers stabbed down where arteries would be. But demons were crafty and did not follow snake or man biology.

Ravasha thrust at him with a dagger, but Bagheer avoided the attacks. Bracing his spear, Sugriva thrust into the demon's chest, coaxing a howl from the anathema.

"I am a demon lord, the demon Ravasha, and I have nearly conquered Jaya once before. I won't fail again." He tore Bagheer from his head and tossed him far into the air and onto the mound. Bagheer bounced and slid across the mud. Then Ravasha retreated, so Sugriva was out of range.

"Jaya is on its knees. Today I attacked all your villages, and they will never build again. Any remaining men or janaav will provide us with stock." He shifted so his hands were adders. “But maybe,” he muttered, eyeing Sugriva. One of the adders struck Sugriva in the forehead. Then Ravasha shifted into a vulture with four heads and four wings and escaped.

Sugriva's head was light and his eyes couldn’t focus. He replayed the death of Aavu and Bajjo. Then he created over and over in his head the ways Labda died. Rage exploded in his chest when he thought of Falak's ordered cowardice.

Shifting was impossible to control, as Sugriva flipped between man and monkey. Emotionally he shifted between weeping and roaring.

General Humbari left them for dead. The villages were not meant to survive. His parents abandoned him and did not take him with them when they were outcaste. His uncle beat him when Sugriva turned from the merchant dharma, ashamed his nephew chose the military. Children called him out for being the child of two outcastes. Every nasty thought from his past welled up in his mind and chest.

Then the tree they stood on turned black as an oil covered it. The oil turned into razors and spikes, impaling and cutting through the few villagers left. Ishku dodged a spike, shifted into an otter, and dove into the waters below. Sugriva prayed the remaining Fangs wouldn't get her as she fled.

Bagheer jumped up the tree, away from the oil. He shouted, "Sugriva, come to your senses."

The tree didn't harm Sugriva, even though he knelt mindlessly.

"I will kill everyone," Sugriva whispered, head lulling back and forth. He stabbed down repeatedly on the oil, and soon it formed up into another demon. It looked as a dog, though it had a mouth on its belly with malformed teeth. It had four tails, each barbed.

It charged into the tree trunk, and Bagheer chased after it. Screams filled the air, and soon the demon emerged, bleeding profusely. A dagger was stuck in the side of its head. Bagheer came out in his panther form and clawed and bit at the dog. Black blood filled his mouth, and he spat it out. The ichor slowed him down enough for one of the barbed tails to catch him and toss the panther in front of the demon. Before Bagheer touched the ground, the demon leapt and crushed Bagheer's skull.

Then the demon looked to Sugriva. The monkey roared and charged, but he had no control. He yearned for death and the release of all his pent up anger.

However, the demon shifted so it had a human face, and said, "You aren't that lucky. Ravasha wants you." Then he clubbed Sugriva.
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The Orrery and Wood Chakram
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A week later, while Sugriva explored the empty portions of the city, he was approached by Han Lou. "Monkey, you have approval to enter the dome."

Sugriva's eyes went wide. Then he hopped up and down, shifted down to a monkey, and hooted.

"Shut up before someone hears you." Lou strode down the street. "Keep up."

When they arrived at the dome it was night. A dozen guards circled around the dome, with all the scholars in a nearby building pondering while they waited for the sun. Sugriva never thought he would rue informing them of the light and shadow.

"Looks hard to get in," he muttered.

Lou shot him a look. "And whose fault is that?" The words were almost spat. "Follow me." They went into a building nearby and down into a basement. Han Lou drew a sigil on a metal wall, which then lit up with a constellation Sugriva was unfamiliar with, though he was unfamiliar with all constellations.

"There are other ways in? We never even thought of that."

"And if the scholars discover there are other ways, we’ll hold you responsible. Keep your tongue or we'll sever your head."

Sugriva grunted. "I get it. I messed up."

They traveled through metal tunnels. Built-in lights gave a warm blue color which relaxed Sugriva, despite his corruption. Even his fingernails cleared up. The voice, usually a whisper in the back of his head, was gone. "What is this?"

"Containment. It works to push back chaos. It would cripple a demon, maybe even kill it. If someone who can use chaos walks through here, it would negate their powers and give a nasty headache." Lou touched the light and closed his eyes. "If you touch the light it feels even better."

"What is the light from? It's not like anywhere else."

"Volden," Lou nearly whispered. "You don't know Him, but those who do will be here soon. Heed them and they'll heal you."

They arrived at a dead end, though Sugriva figured it was a door. "Another constellation?"

"More mundane." He removed a key from his pocket. Markings glowed blue along the key. It went into the door, not into a keyhole, but was absorbed by the door. The door opened, consuming the key entirely. Mundane was apparently a very relative term with Lou.

The other side was a dark cellar with brick lining. The bricks were unexpected against all the metal. Casks lined the walls. "Water?" Sugriva asked.

Lou shook his head. "We have a well." He tapped a cask with his knuckles. "They are what you think they are. We drink, too."

The giant dome loomed over them once they ascended the stairs. The inside was dark blue, as if it sucked up the light. Artificial stars glistened, inching across the faux night sky. Metal book shelves wrapped around in circles, leaving gaps so people could go to the center. Ancient tomes rested next to pristine books.

Chairs nestled into nooks, and lights built into the chair arms illuminated the area. People sat in them, glancing at Sugriva suspiciously. Once in the center, it took away Sugriva's breath.

A series of orbs comprised of rare gems on rotating rings orbited a large globe in the center. Men and women moved the rings, and when one ring moved, they all moved. The stars on the ceiling also shifted. A table next to the model was filled with tomes, scrolls, and hastily scribbled notes.

"What are they doing?" Sugriva asked, amazed.

"Learning about the future and studying the past." Lou mostly ignored him, heading straight to the table to look at scribbled notes.

It was difficult to wrap his mind around what that even meant. The future? "But what are the orbs? What are the rings?"

"It's an orrery. It depicts where planets and stars are." The rings moved as a woman nudged a planet. The metal glided over itself and created a pleasing chime.

"So you knew I'd ask if I could come here? The wait was a test?”

Lou laughed and gave Sugriva his attention. "It's not perfect. Usually we know what we're looking for and we look for it. Corruption constantly shifts your future. It keeps you unpredictable."

"Did you know it was a good idea to bring me here?"

"No," Lou whispered, ashamed. "It wasn't clear if this was a good or bad idea, and it didn't move what happened in the future. The few of us here convened and decided to go for it."

The woman moving the orrery cleared her throat, glaring at Sugriva and Lou. "Do you mind? I'm viewing the future—successfully." She gave a hmph, lifted her nose at Lou, and went back to work.

The two walked around the chamber, away from the center. Sugriva ran his fingers across the spines of the books and said, "She doesn't like you."

Lou laughed. "No, she doesn't like many people. She’s one of the few who disagreed with bringing you here."

"Who are you? Not you, but this group. You sound like mortal Ashtadash."

Another laugh. "I like that, though most of the people here aren't familiar with the Ashtadash. I'm usually in the field, but you’re one of my responsibilities, so here I am." They walked a little more, finding a side meeting room. There was no ceiling, so anyone could overhear.

Lou sat down and offered a seat to Sugriva. "You've seen our wonders. Are you satisfied, or are there other questions?"

"Why isn’t there a ceiling? Anyone can hear us."

"They can also look at the orrery and find out what the consequences of the meeting will be." He shrugged. "What's the point?"

It was strange to think of someone having such powerful divination. They spoke of it in Jaya, but it was hit or miss. "Why bring me here?"

"Either way the future didn't change. You'll work with us a lot in the years to come, so might as well get you used to us."

Sugriva's head spun. "Can you cure me of my corruption?"

At that Lou frowned and sighed. "No, Sugriva. We can't. In less than a year there’s a boy who will cure you. It won't make sense if I tell you, but you'll see. You'll already trust him, so me telling you to trust him doesn't matter."

"How?"

"This city was built by Volden for his people. They turned their backs on Him. We are the Seers of Yosheket, the guiding star to men so this world isn't shattered. We don't know exactly what that means, but it doesn't sound good." Lou smirked, and it was contagious. Sugriva smirked along with him.

"No, it doesn't."

***
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THE FOLLOWING DAY IT was as if air spirits made Sugriva light. He could still feel the corruption, but he didn't have to actively fight the voice.

The children playing asked Sugriva to join, but instead he waived them over to a street vendor. "Kheer?" The kids screamed for rice pudding. Sugriva turned to the vendor. "Kheer. Do you have pistachios?" The man nodded. "With pistachios. One for all the children and myself."

The man smiled. "You make me wealthy today, but if any of those kids break the cups, I'm charging you."

"I'm good for it." He placed down a small purse, though coins made the fabric bulge. The vendor's eyes went wide when he opened it.

"Your coin is good here." He slapped the table twice and went to work on the rice pudding. The scent of boiling milk and sugar was pleasurable, and Sugriva shifted into his janaav form to get as much of the aroma as he could.

The boy from the other day sat by him. "You're not done telling me stories, are you?" He already had the pudding.

The next portion of the story made Sugriva smile. "I became a hero after Puncture day." He frowned. "It was built on the bones of my friends, but I still became a hero."

"You killed demons?"

"A lot of them."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Nine

The Monkey and the Priestess
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General Humbari stood in front of Sugriva with a self-important smirk. Sugriva didn't understand the smile. Labda, Bajjo, and Bagheer were cremated, their remains returned to the Ganga River to float down to the resting place. It took a month until Sugriva returned to camp, only to find all the patrolled villages were assumed lost. All the other kingdoms pulled their troops from Jaya in fear, reducing Humbari's army by two thirds. Meanwhile, rumors circulated of messengers from Prince Anka recalling the Jayan army. The General wandered off his path, and he would have to answer for it in the next life. However, in the current life it led to low morale.

Humbari puffed out his chest, as if he accomplished something. "We are getting our best together. Sugriva, you are the only one who fought and survived Puncture Day. You are the only one Ravasha revealed himself to."

The Haughty bear needs to be humbled. Open his insides and spread his guts as a message for others who stray from dharma.

"You will leave with seventeen other warriors and infiltrate the back lines. Your mission will be to cut off the supply routes. Take out pits if you can, but don't get yourself killed. If you keep them from the front lines, we can push them back and meet you. Understood?"

"Yes, sir." What else was an injured monkey to say to a rogue bear general?

Meanwhile, the image of the slaughtered village ran through Sugriva's head repeatedly. He saw Bajjo fall from the tree. He thought of how they had to cut Labda out of a Fang's belly to send him on. Sleep brought the images. Daydreaming brought the images. Sugriva blamed it on leaving his path, though he was sure priests would tell him the demons corrupted him.

"You will leave in a week. Spend that time getting your head straight." The bear cleared his throat. "I understand you saw things no one should see."

"Yes, sir," Sugriva muttered as the general left. Eighteen soldiers behind enemy lines. Groups of four were slaughtered by small groups of the Fangs, and they wanted to send out eighteen. It would be a blood bath, but at least the nightmares would end.

A priestess, Zaina, sat beside Sugriva. "The little monkey," she said, softly. "I heard of the horrors you lived through." No one else sat by Sugriva, so the woman's presence was confusing. Most could smell the corruption emanating from him, even if they couldn't pinpoint what created the unease.

"Why does no one sit by you?" Her dark brows furrowed. Zaina was older, but Sugriva had seen her before.

Sugriva sniffed under his armpit and waved away the scent with his hand. "I've forgotten how to bathe, I think. That's likely why."

The woman laughed. "With that sense of humor, why aren't more sitting by you?"

Somberness overtook Sugriva. "You've heard the stories. I have dreams of what happened, and what will happen. I wake up ready to kill whoever wakes me."

"Oh, who doesn't? A woman woken before she is ready is a sore sight." She took his hand in hers. For a second, she flinched, then moved into Sugriva, shoulders rubbing.

"There is a darkness. Something deep inside you."

She knows. Dispose of her.

Sugriva looked off in the distance at a bonfire. "Yes. There is. I'm not sure what it is."

"War." A delicate hand pressed against Sugriva's chest, and for a moment he could feel the cloud of uncertainty move away from him. "It does it to many, man and woman. They wake up screaming in the night, and I am to comfort them."

The thought made Sugriva blush, and he scooted down the log they shared.

"Oh," she squeaked, then laughed. "I don't mean comfort like that. I mean," she blushed, moving dark curls behind her ear, "I'm much older than you, not a janaav, and of a different caste. It would be quite improper." She giggled again, and it didn’t lessen the desire building in Sugriva.

Give in. Take her to your tent. Who will know?

The voice returned, and it ached throughout his body. Sugriva stood. "Why are you talking to me?"

"I am a priestess." She stood and smoothed out her robes. "I am coming with you to sooth you while we are in the jungle."

A sneer appeared, despite Sugriva's best attempts to keep it at bay. "A priestess entering Fang territory? Do you know how to fight?"

"I'm a priestess. I know how to defend myself and the temple, but war? I will need big strong men to protect me." She winked at Sugriva. "I will keep your heart, soul, and mind in balance. You just keep me in one piece. Deal?"

Sugriva bowed. "I don't have a choice." Then he walked off to his tent for what little rest he could get between the nightmares.

***
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THE VILLAGE OF SURAMPA was large, considering it was behind enemy lines. There was a pit close by in an abandoned water temple.

As they approached, a soldier said, "I bet they work with the Fangs. How many do you think they sacrificed to the snakes?"

Everyone they meet, the voice said. Kill everyone in the village and offer them up. Better yet, offer up the warriors. You will be king of the pit.

Zaina chastised airily, "Trust what you see, not what you think of. Demonic illusions are pierced with patience and truth, while strengthened by presumption." The priestess often made the other soldiers grumble with her grains of wisdom, which Sugriva appreciated. He enjoyed any time the elite of the caste could be humbled.

Farm fields stretched upstream from the Fangs. Narrow canals brought water into the fields, with downstream ditches dug to avoid swelling in rainy season.

A man rode a bull through the fields. He had on a rice hat and thick rags covered in mud so thick Sugriva thought the rags may as well be mud. A thick layer of dirt formed where the mud dried. His hands were covered in soft leather gloves. With all the clothing, he looked like a lump on a large bull. The bull had a gold nose ring, denoting some wealth—or banditry.

When the man saw the small army, his bull trotted over to them. The man's hands retreated into his cloak, and he brought out two swords. "What do you want? We are a peaceful people and only want to be left alone. Please go."

"You have a pit near here," Madhav said. Madhav was the one in charge, though he was sitting comfortably at the main camp during Puncture Day. All the warriors except Sugriva were at the main camp during Puncture Day. "We are here to take care of it. Not here for trouble."

The man thought for a time, then looked downstream to where the temple was. "Why? We’ve obtained balance. They keep predators away. It would be easy for us to grow too quickly, and they keep that in check. The Ashtadash ensure we don’t grow too large."

Sugriva flinched, then snarled. "How dare you defend them. They are murderers and chaos. They deserve to die. Any balance they give is a lie."

Yes, let anger energize and guide you.

The lump shuffled under all the robes. His hands retreated back into the sleeves, and the swords disappeared. "Interesting. You were touched by one."

He snarled again, then nodded and looked away. He can sense you. He is like you. Kill him before he reveals your secrets. Sugriva ran a finger over his staff and desired to kill the man. Madhav and the others were looking for a pretense to do the same, and this way they didn't have to besmirch their name.

"There's a tingle in the back of your head, I bet." The man scratched at his covered chin. "I could help you, I think."

Madhav said, "There's no time to help a monkey who can't shift into a proper janaav. Tell us about the pit."

The man ignored Madhav, and this endeared him to Sugriva. The man said, "We have a special plant here: chaos fruit. Eaten by itself, it will put you in a battle trance. You don't need that, though, do you?"

Sugriva growled. "I lose my senses every fight. Zaina, my priestess, needs to bring me back every battle, or I’d kill everyone. I’m cursed."

"You were humbled. The cycle isn't done with you in this life, or it would have sent you on already."

Zaina cut in, much to Sugriva's surprise. "Tell me how I can help."

The man said, finger raised, "Let me tell you the story of Ganaptu, the Ashtadash of Fish."
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Chapter Ten

Ganaptu, the Spirit of Fish
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The water spirit Ganaptu stayed in the waters of Baptap, swimming among the fish and eating them at his leisure. The fish, grateful for the current, willingly gave themselves over if chosen. Then Ganaptu aided them in completing their dharma, as they moved onto the next life.

One day, when Ganaptu prepared to devour a fish, claws ripped into his prey's flesh and plucked it from the water. The school of fish were picked off one by one, leaving the water spirit at a loss. "What was that?" he wondered. He stuck his head out of the water and saw a dozen hawks swooping down to eat his school.

When a hawk saw Ganaptu, by far the largest fish in the river, it seized at his head with sharp talons. Others joined in, but when Ganaptu realized his life was endangered, he shifted into water so they could not grasp him. It broke the spirit’s heart when all he could do was watch his fish get picked off by the hawks one by one. He went to the surviving fish and said, "Hawks will make dinners of you. They harass me. What should we do?"

A fish said, "We can deal with hawks. We only stay docile for you and your teachings. Flee. There is a grotto upstream. Hide in there and you will be comfortable. Men are near, and they hunt or train the hawks."

"What of my friends? Where will you go? How will you be taught?" Concern tore at Ganaptu's chest as if a hawk found purchase in his breast.

"You, master, are beyond reproach. We will swim off and find other schools. We will teach them as you taught us. Now go, before the hawks swoop down again to eat us and harry you."

What was left of the school swam downstream quickly, and the hawks followed. Ganaptu went upstream until he found a tunnel, which led into the grotto. It was a comfortable home, and Ganaptu remained there for years. Over the generations, fish would swim upstream to be taught by Ganaptu, having heard of his wisdom. But man fished them up, and the fish were fearful.

One day, afraid the fish would stop visiting and Ganaptu would be alone, he went to speak with man. "Do not fish up those who stay here. They are learning from me, a water spirit. Give them peace, and I will bless this land with fresh water and lessen the floods in summer."

"Why did you hide from us? Of course we’ll do what you say. You are a revered and wise spirit. From now on we will never feast on the flesh of fish, but will let them pass unhindered. Tell them we will make pools so they can spawn here and we will protect and provide for them."

Ganaptu did, and the fish rejoiced. Soon men worked on a temple to Ganaptu, putting it off the river so fish could enter it. The water spirit, humbled, worked with man and fish to make sure both were happy and given the best life possible. Man built stone fishes and put them in the temple, worshiping them in the hopes of becoming one in the next life.

Then the demons came. When the demons attacked, Ganaptu fought them off, filling the river with their blood. The black ichor killed fish and man. The fish stopped visiting. The men used water through reservoirs for years. Before man could drink from the river again, a plant blossomed on the shore which Ganaptu wasn't familiar with. It was like the calla lily, but the flower was purple with a glowing red bulb down in the sheath of the lily. Smoke emitted from the flower, twisting around the red and warping the glow. Men refused to approach it.

Ganaptu ate it and was enraged, killing several animals and two men. Having fought demons, he understood the corruption within the plants and he called them chaos flowers. Man was forbidden from touching them until one day an herbalist visited.

The herbalist looked at the plant and said, "This is unique. Do you suffer from the corruption?"

"Yes. I fought the demons long ago, and the taint remains with me. It consumes me." The flower was not the only way Ganaptu entered a rage, as he was touched in the head by chaos.

"Give me five plants, a vial, and three days. I will figure the rest out." So Ganaptu, hesitant but with nothing to lose, gave the requested resources to the herbalist.

In three days, he provided a potion which mimicked the red with shadows squirming around. "I think it will taste vile, but drink this. It should placate your madness, at least for a while." Ganaptu drank the liquid, and he felt a calm wash over him. The black veins in his blue body receded a little, and the water spirit was overjoyed. Then he learned how to make the potion, placed the recipe in the temple, and sent men and fish out to find others who were tainted. That made this city a large city for a hundred years after the demon wars. When people were no longer corrupted, man no longer cared about the village or Ganaptu.
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Chapter Eleven

The Monkey and the Pits
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"I need that potion," Sugriva pleaded.

"I will fetch the shaman to create the concoction. In payment, take the Ganaptu pit so we can pray at the temple once more and honor the fish in the river."

“What about balance?” Madhav grumbled.

“All things need to balance out, even purchases.”

Madhav thumped his chest. "So be it. It's our path. We'll do it with or without the potion."

The warriors rushed to the temple, the river leading there dark with corruption. Shed skins floated downstream, catching on the banks. A few serpent scouts bathed in the sun, lying on rocks. Archers picked them off, bodies writhing though the Fangs were already dead.

The team forded the river and reached the opposite bank, the temple an imposing stone figure staring down at them. There were no doors, though two fish statues framed where the opening would be underwater. Madhav said, "Water team, breach. Ikku, signal when it's clear."

A fish and three otters dove under. Serpent bodies surfaced shortly after. A red cloth floated out of the temple, the signal from Ikku that it was clear.

Sugriva dove under, the river weeds tickling at his belly. Then he reached stone stairs, the small entrance welcoming them in two at a time. Fighting clattered through the temple by the time Sugriva arrived. Pitch and crimson blood splattered the walls.

Sugriva went straight into the fight with his staff, cracking a Fang in the mouth and chipping its teeth. When it went to bite him, he caught the monster in the hinge of his jaw, and the snake went slack.

In the center was a corpulent queen. She wrapped her tail around eggs already delivered, each one large enough for a man to fit in. She struck out at anyone close enough, but her motions were slow, encumbered by the children growing inside her. Fang warriors remained close to her. They were formidable, but quickly fell to Madhav and the others. Sugriva remained away from the heart of battle, clearing out any snakes which slithered in late or fled. It was boring work, but it decreased the risk of rage taking him.

A Fang lunged at Sugriva and thumped into his chest with its head. The monkey was sent reeling, and the room took on a crimson hue.

Kill them. It's what they deserve. Not just the Fang. Kill the people forcing you to fight. The people keeping you from sanity.

Sugriva screamed, though he couldn't hear it, then jumped the Fang. He grabbed it by the head and body and pulled hard enough to rip the head off. Another Fang attacked, and Sugriva easily dodged to the side and came down with his staff hard enough the skin ruptured. Back broken, the snake flopped on the stone, slapping it like a fish. Sugriva crushed its skull with his heel.

In the center of the temple, like a distant dream, Madhav and his trusted fought the queen and her guard. Sugriva whirled around the temple's peripherals, entering rooms, going up and down levels, and the rest of the warriors got out of his way. When the fighting slowed, and Sugriva had to search for enemies, Zaina walked up to him, wrapped her arms around him, and whispered into his ear. The fight left him, and he dropped to his knees.

***
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SUGRIVA WOKE UP TO the sound of birds chirping. His shoulder and head hurt, and he remembered what happened. Shame flooded into his chest, and he ached until he cried. "Ashtadash," he prayed, "please let this potion work. Please take away this corruption. If you can't take the demon out of me, then kill me and send me onto the next life."

Back on his feet, Sugriva struggled outside. When he opened the door, the light exploded and bloomed into blinding white. It took a few moments to see the green, and when he did, it was washed out by the sun. Not even dense canopy could save him from the overwhelming brilliance. In the distance there was a field, which made the light worse.

Zaina sat near the house in full lotus position. She hummed as she reached some form of enlightenment Sugriva didn't understand. It was something Bagheer had done, too. The memories tugged at Sugriva’s chest, and he bit back tears.

"Do you feel more yourself?" She didn't look up or even open her eyes. She steadily inhaled through her nostrils and out her mouth. It was unnerving.

"The trance drains me. I’m sore and my head’s killing me." Sugriva dropped into a heap next to Zaina.

She smiled and took Sugriva's hand into hers. "You're back to yourself. Good. The strange man should be back soon. You're sure about the potion? We don't know anything about it. It could hurt you."

"I already hurt every day. I'd do anything to clear my mind."

"Die?" Most would say death as a jest. Zaina's pained eyes, though, did not mean it as a jest.

"Almost anything." The monkey looked down to see he was only wearing a loin cloth. It would explain the nice breeze which cooled him. "I should dress."

When Sugriva came back out, the man on the bull returned to the village. The bull seemed to smile, stepping with a hop. When the man saw Sugriva, he waved and said, "I brought back the potions. Wrote down the recipe so you can make more. Come. I will show you."

Sugriva’s heart throbbed, and he felt like it would burst out of him. He shifted into a monkey and darted across the fields to the man and bull, then perched on the bull's head. The large beast lowed with satisfaction and took them to a small hut.

Cords of five branches were placed at each corner to hold up a thatch roof. One side of the hut had an actual wall, the side that would get hit the hardest by winds in monsoon season. A quickly made table rested under the roof. A trough was on the other side of the shanty, filled with rain water.

The man gave Sugriva a potion. The liquid shifted in the vial, shades of crimson, smoke, and turquoise. The turquoise glowed. "Drink this. The taste is strange, but it will clear your mind."

It was never good when someone explained the taste of medicine as strange, but it was better than the taint resting within Sugriva's soul. Metallic blood was the first flavor, followed by choking smoke that made Sugriva cough. He was careful not to spit anything up. Refreshing mint rinsed over his tongue and down his throat, washing away the pungent blood and smoke. It soothed, opened up his breathing, widened his eyes, and expanded his awareness of what was around him. Sugriva wasn't sure if his senses were actually heightened, or if he was clouded so long by chaos he forgot what normal meant.

A satchel flopped onto the table and the man opened it and spilled the contents. "Take the Chaos Flower's bulb and mash it up. Each bulb should make five vials." He produced four more. "You will need blood. Any blood will work, as long as it's clean of corruption. The girl seems to like you. Ask for hers. Put the blood in a pot, then get smoke to fill the pot and cover it for a night. Leaves are great for creating smoke. Capture it with the lid and put it in.

"Let turquoise sit out in the sun for a few hours. Crush it up and add it to the pot. Add the crushed bulb and stir thoroughly. Then pour all of that into the vial. Shake it and you're done."

The satchel had plenty of all the ingredients, though Sugriva made a note that he would need more. When he looked up to thank the man, the man and bull were gone.

***
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TRAVELING QUEENS AND soldiers fell to Madhav and his soldiers. Emboldened, they assaulted pits. Ganaptu was their second. Months after Ganaptu they looked at assaulting their twentieth pit.

Zaina said, "Pride is the cliff the proud stand upon, waiting to fall over the precipice. I don't think this is what General Humbari commanded. One of these times, the pit will be too much for such a small group."

Madhav dismissed her warning with the wave of a hand, and he signaled the men to charge. Sugriva watched alongside Zaina as they slayed the nest.

"Third queen this week. Break the eggs." Madhav stood over the corpse of the queen shortly after the raid began. The raids were only considered successful if a queen died during them. Without queens, the Fangs would struggle to produce warriors.

When Sugriva went to help with cracking the eggs, he saw movement under a tree. A serpent was pretending to be a root. The monkey swung, striking the tail and coaxing a hiss. The snake coiled up, then sprung for Sugriva, jaw unhinged and venom dripping from fangs. It nearly bit his shoulder, but Sugriva was able to move to the side and crouch. He struck up into its skull, sending it flailing in the air. Another strike to the skull brought the snake down on the stone floor of the pit, killing the creature.

Sugriva took a vial and drank down the liquid. The surprise attack put the voice on edge, and he feared an outburst. Zaina clasped his shoulder. "Will you be okay?"

The monkey nodded. "I won't go into a rage today, priestess." He smirked and winked to hide his uncertainty. The vials weren't working as long as they used to. In a half year, he doubled the dose of elixir.

"You are not fighting alone. We are with you."

"We have a live one," someone shouted. Madhav pushed the crowd of warriors back and seized the injured Fang.

"Where are you coming from?" He lifted the serpent up by the throat. "Tell us and we will make your death quicker than you deserve."

The Fang spilled the information. He told them how many days, which paths to take, which paths were decoys, and where the traps were. There was some torture involved, including the loss of his fangs and cutting out his poison sacks, but all in all Sugriva was surprised at the ease of the interrogation.

"Do you believe it?" he whispered to Zaina. "That seemed easy."

"The Ashtadash award one by their dharma. We will see how well our leader walks his path."

Sugriva blurted out. "The potions aren't working as well."

Zaina gave a sidelong glance, then laughed. "I know. I do pay attention to you, Sugriva. You’re worth paying attention to."

"Why haven't you said anything?"

"Why should I? Madhav wants you dead, but you haven't finished serving this life."

Warmth spread through Sugriva, settling as a pleasant stirring in his guts. Tears flowed and he embraced his friend. "Thank you. Too bad when we get home we can't see each other."

"Dharma is not as strict as you think it is." She winked. "I'll make sure we still see each other from time to time."
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THEY MARCHED FOR A month with little rest to reach the pit they were told about. The temperatures were frigid and the trees looked strange, shifting from the trees of the jungle to something more hardy. The winds were chilly and the humidity dropped.

Zaina watched the changes with wonderment. "We don't know of this place. They could be sending us north to freeze to death." All of the warriors shivered, fear setting in that the priestess could be right.

The warriors killed wolves with thick pelts, as well as other animals who were adjusted to the cold. The janaav often stayed in their animal forms to afford a little extra protection from the elements, as man had no protection to the cold. Off in the distance, when climbing the trees, Sugriva could make out a seemingly endless mountain to the north.

The party was only a mile or so south of where the supposed pit rested. Madhav shifted to a man and said, "Scouts, fly ahead and find the pit. Return before sunset." The scouts flew off into the air. Sugriva couldn't imagine the bitter cold with how high and fast they moved.

"Strategists, meet with me. Everyone else, start foraging in case we need to spend the night."

Nearby, the soldiers found a small cave to stay in. The sun set, but the scouts didn't return. Madhav spoke with his unit before they went to bed. "Assume the scouts are dead. The lead is good, whether intentionally or not. We will have half our men awake, and half asleep while camping. Do not let your guard down. Do not be afraid to sound the alarm. I would rather us all wake up in the middle of the night to deal with shadows, than to die in our sleep. Dismissed."

That night, while Sugriva slept, he had a dream. Something slithered up to him, but the Fang didn't consume him. Instead, he whispered, "You are mine. You will kill my forces, but I will claim your soul." Then a long nail dug into the flesh of Sugriva's forehead. It pierced the skin, and burrowed through his skull. When it touched inside his mind, Sugriva bolted up from his head, breathing heavily.

Fangs surrounded him, his comrades all dead.

This is it, the nearly forgotten voice said. The potion had kept the voice a distant nag until now. Your friends are dead, the demons rise up, kill them all.

Sugriva howled, pulled out his staff, and shed blood until his fur was matted with blood.
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Chapter Twelve

The Little Man from the South
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The story was interrupted when Sugriva received a sharp crack in the middle of his back. Crimson smoke consumed his sight, and the voice blared, you're under attack.

Then Sugriva came to in a metal cellar with shackles binding his wrists, ankles, and throat. He knelt, his arms pulled behind him, and all the chains connected to contort Sugriva into an impossible position. Divyan sat a few feet away, though well out of range.

"You always have to push away the gifts you’re given. Why?" Exhaustion was evident in the sullen eyes.

"I’m not sure. But judging by the chains," he said, rattling them, "I'd say I did something very bad."

The hawk clucked his tongue. "This is no time to joke. A child hit you with a toy, and you nearly killed the boy. The Ghost Monkey strikes again." He huffed.

Sugriva looked at the ground. "You weren't touched. You weren't stuck in the jungle, surrounded by snakes and demons." He quivered, then tears dripped down his cheeks. "Everyone tells me I should just snap back to my old life and forget the jungle." He looked into Divyan's eyes, and the hawk looked away. "But no one else went there and survived. No dharma will save you from what I saw and did." Monkey's guts tightened, and his arms flexed, trying to escape the bondage.

Sugriva sighed and calmed, his body slumping so drastically the chains rattled with slack. "Think they'll actually go through with execution? It's not the first time they threatened it."

Divyan shrugged. "Any time the Feral Monkey shows up, they go straight to execution. General Humbari favors it. You remind him of when he left his path, and he wants to wash that away in blood. I'll keep trying to protect you from his rage. Prince Anka can only hold the blade for so long, though. And I think secretly he wants you dead, too. It's just not popular."

Sugriva pulled on the chains, then looked back to Divyan. "How bad?"

"Two children went to the physician. One has a bruised spine. The physician is realigning his energies. The other has a dislocated shoulder and broken rib. That requires more effort. One child is an orphan and no one cares what happened. The other, his mother is furious. His father fought with you and says you should have a caretaker. He even offered to be the caretaker."

"What did Humbari say?"

"The man was a human. If you threw a fit you would kill him. You knocked out five guards, and it took another six to subdue you. That was brought up, too."

Sugriva laughed. The despair was overwhelming. "At the very least I can be free of the pain." He looked to Divyan, brows knit. "I was almost sane. Jaya would have burned for it, but I would be sane." He rattled the chains. "This is my reward for saving Jaya."

"Your dharma is unfair." Divyan stood up and touched Sugriva's forehead with a thumb, then walked away.

***
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THERE WAS A HALL NEAR the orrery which had an extensive foyer. Thrones sat on the back wall, towering over the common floor. Seats lined the other walls with an elevated view. When the scholars first saw it, they thought it would be perfect for courtly proceedings. Generals, princes, and wise men loomed over Sugriva from those seats, scowling. They whispered among themselves, though everyone knew what they discussed: Execution. Sugriva welcomed a release from his sins and guilt.

Elephant janaav trumpeted that court was in session, and a herald walked forward, his boisterous voice filling the room. "The presiding prince, Prince Anka, shall now address the people in regards to crimes committed by the warrior Sugriva."

Prince Anka stood. "Sugriva, you are aware of all crimes brought against you in their entirety?" Sugriva nodded and the prince continued. "We are debating what your punishment should be for striking two children. You are corrupted, and we fear the corruption is incurable. What do you have to say?"

There is only one cure, the voice retorted.

Sugriva snorted at the morbid humor. "There is always a cure."

"Oh?" The prince raised a brow.

"Severing my head should purify me." He lowered his head, showing the back of his neck. "Please."

The gusto of the room was sucked out, though that was not Sugriva's goal. "Please," he said again.

Prince Anka nodded, and his haughty features softened. "I understand." The words were barely whispered, and Sugriva wondered if everyone could hear the prince. The prince didn't understand, but he was given a glimpse the day Jaya fell.

"You saved our people, even if you couldn't save our home. You have a cycle of sinning against yourself, us, and the Ashtadash, then redeeming yourself spectacularly. Surrendering yourself now, when you know you can't find the path, is honorable. We will help you move on, so you can have a positive balance upon your soul in the next life."

Horns blew in the distance. The room erupted in commotion, and soon a messenger entered.

"Who is it?" General Humbari bellowed at the panting men.

"The people from the south are here. I don't know how, but they traveled weeks in a couple days. Or our scouts were drunk."

"I will check." General Divyan shifted into a hawk and took flight. Soldiers and people scattered in the main court. Those not on the warrior's path went to their homes. Those who followed the dharma of war went to the southern walls where the horns sounded. In a few moments General Divyan returned. "The messenger is right. The desert rats are here. The boy with oil skin leads them. As earlier reports say, ten thousand sounds about right."

Prince Anka's eyes darted around the room, before they landed on Sugriva. "Dress up two servants so they look important. Their dharma will be on them. Send Sugriva to lead them. Also dress him as we would a prince. His dharma is already fallen. Sugriva, you will negotiate with the boy and see what they want. If they kill you, then the Ashtadash wanted blood. If they spare you, then the Ashtadash spared you."
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IN THE DISTANCE A CLOUD of dust raised up behind the massive army of refugees. The masses went on until the land blended into the sky, and they were as wide as Sugriva could see. The monkey shuddered and looked to the servants who were shaking so badly their knees knocked together as if a cadence to welcome the...invaders.

They are invaders. Bahimatt will become infested by their malcontent. The thrones were warmed for them. Fear them, Sugriva.

The voice rattled, and Sugriva wasn't sure if that meant he should be terrified or relieved. Either way, the voice was right on one thing: The locusts were going to overrun the Jayans in Bahimatt just as the Jayans first populated the empty space and claimed it as theirs. Then the host stopped and the little black man came forward. He was around four feet tall and his skin shimmered under the sun. His head was bald. He wore a wool robe and held a staff of pale wood with a knob on the top. His skin looked chapped in places. Large chunks curled up or fell away to expose raw, red mucus.

The little black man spoke with the voice of an adult, which startled Sugriva. "Hello," he said. "I am Dameneh, prophet of the One True God. We were led here for shelter and to bolster the city."

"Bolster it against what?" Sugriva tilted his head, squinting.

One of the servants passed out, which confused Sugriva. The little boy-man in front of them was comforting, an easy presence in a very tumultuous day. The execution would likely be very public, though after they made the new visitors feel welcomed or unwelcomed.

"The One tells me you aren't well. Is that true?"

He is a witch. He is wicked. Strike him down now.

The frantic voice put Sugriva more at ease. If it thought this boy was a vile presence, the boy was likely important. On the other hand, how did Dameneh know?

"What do you mean not well?"

"Your anger. That voice inside your head. Does anyone else know about it?" The boy never stopped smiling. He approached Sugriva, and the monkey's legs seemed to turn to stone, rooting him.

The little boy was hardly a foot away when he said, "I can help you. The Ashtadash couldn't cure you, though they were close. They are an illusion, even the true Ashtadash. Your dharma is a lie. You are loved, Sugriva, and I can show you that love."

Dameneh reached up with the knob of his staff.

Flee! Get away! Claw out his eyes!

With a gentle tap, the staff knocked against Sugriva's forehead.

It was as if Sugriva woke up from a seething dream where he hated everyone. Colors brightened, his thoughts dissipated until they were his own. Muscles released so much tension he was left sore. Tears streaked down his cheeks. He awaited the voice, expecting some rebuff, but it wasn't there. Even the smoke from his fingernails halted.

Dameneh embraced Sugriva. The little black man said, "You are loved, Sugriva. You are not some feral monkey. You are not some ghost to be feared. You are loved."

Then Dameneh walked past Sugriva and to the doors. "I am Dameneh, prophet of the One, as I told this poor man you left to die. Doors are like paper and will not stop me."

The warriors on the ramparts were too dumbstruck to respond. Dameneh touched the knob of his staff to the door, and they burst open with a boom so loud it echoed across the massive city.
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MONKEY WAS ESCORTED back to his home by a woman with olive skin and black, silk hair. She didn't speak, though her build and the way she walked denoted a woman of strength.

The following morning she baked bread and made tea. A little girl ran around, giggling and babbling. She spoke fairly well, though she kept waving her hands, and her mother would nod and do something. They both sat at the table when they saw Sugriva, and the little girl said, "Join us."

A boy burst into the domicile. He spoke a language Sugriva couldn't understand. Then the woman moved her fingers. The two kept at this for some time, leaving Sugriva entirely in the dark. Finally the boy said, "I'm Tabr. This is Qas. She's mute. Did you understand anything we just said?" The boy squinted, honestly curious if Sugriva knew their language.

"I don't know your language. How'd you learn ours?"

Tabr sat at the table, and Sugriva joined the others. "The One. Sometimes He lets us communicate without effort, and sometimes our words aren't meant to be heard. Dameneh says your name is Sugriva. We are caring for you. Qas here is making sure people don't touch you. She is really good at making sure people aren't touched—unless they want to be." Sugriva grinned along with Tabr. Qas scowled.

"What happened to me? When the little boy touched me?"

"You were cursed. You aren't now." He sat down and took a cup of tea and hunk of bread. After touching his forehead and muttering a prayer, Tabr ate.

Sugriva touched his head repeatedly. Everyone else seemed to enjoy doing it, and it appeared to be some sort of trigger. Maybe he could trigger better sleep.

Tabr walked over to him and Qas stiffened. The young man clasped Sugriva's hand using both of his. He looked into the monkey man's eyes, and Sugriva's stomach warmed. Tabr said, "It's okay, Sugriva. We've got you. You're safe. Chaos, your own people, they won't hurt you. Not to say there's no more grief, but you're safe."

"Grief always waits in the shadows, and I am the shadows." Sugriva struggled to stay in the moment, his mind wandering back to the voice and other events. They ate at him, and he could almost hear the corruption speaking to him, yelling at him from behind some wall of light.

The youth smiled. "Worry about that later." He pulled out a scroll and sat on the ground, beckoning Sugriva to join him. "Would you like to hear more about the One who gives peace?"

Through the day, the night, and into the next morning, Tabr's words shuddered through and gripped Sugriva's heart. It both eased and pained his mind to think how long he was walking his dharma when there was a True path for everyone.

When Tabr finished, Sugriva embraced him and said, "Teach me to walk the path."

"The path's narrow."

"Teach me."

"First sleep." The boy chuckled and nodded to the sun rising outside the window.

Qas nodded her head wearily. The little girl, Sapheen, rested in her lap. Qas signed something at Tabr. He said, "Qas agrees. We're protected here, so it will be safe."
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IN THE MORNING, SUGRIVA was alone in his home. When he went outside, it was still day. There were hundreds of people he didn't recognize walking in and out of the homes. A sort of market was set up with essentials, but no one was buying or selling. They took if they said they needed and gave if they had too much. It was bizarre.

The people primarily had light brown skin and curly black hair. They looked similar to the people of Jaya, though a little lighter. They spoke a different language, and while Tabr was understandable, everyone else was not. "A gift from the One?" he pondered aloud. A few people looked at him strangely, but the monkey didn't pay attention to them. He doubted they knew of the janaav. If he really wanted attention, a shift would get it.

Near the tower where the council met, Dameneh spoke loudly in his native language about the One. He told them all what Sugriva was told the previous night. Sugriva's eyes welled up. A small group of Jayans fell prostrate on the stones and wept. They blathered about how the light revealed itself, and they had been blind all their life.

However, most hurled insults and cursed the liar for leading souls off their dharmic paths. They spat on and kicked their brothers and sisters who professed they heard truth in the foreigner's words.

Qas stood by him with a spear of bone. The tip oozed green, some poison from a monster unknown in the Sankive jungle. Either way, what he saw in the streets was a great way to cause a war. He prayed Prince Anka would act with wisdom and work with the strangers instead of conflicting over religion. Religion was powerful, though, and Sugriva saw it regularly in his interactions with Bagheer back in Mibtha. However, Jayan priests had no way to preach to the sand-dwellers. They were not born into dharmic paths. Even if they converted, they would be outcastes. It wasn't very enticing.

When Dameneh saw Sugriva, he warmed and said, "Good morning. How was your evening?"

"Strange. But good." Sugriva felt for the anger and taint within him, but he couldn't find it. The crowds didn't elicit a reaction either. "What did you do to me?"

"I released you. You're no longer a slave to Chaos." Dameneh ceased to address the crowd, descending from his perch. The anger continued, but Dameneh's people kept them away from their prophet. "Did you need anything?"

"How can I repay you for this? How can I repay your God for this?"

Dameneh touched Sugriva's chest, and warmth tingled and spread from the spot until it settled in his stomach. Dameneh said, "You have nothing to repay, but if you would, follow the One willingly. Love Him with all your heart. He is the God of all gods. He is the creator of the Ashtadash you bend your knee before. They were little more than servants."

"I will," Sugriva muttered, stunned. "Teach me more."

Dameneh and Sugriva, along with several others, wandered the streets of Bahimatt until they found a garden. The small black child sat and taught all day, until the sun went down.

Midway through the lessons, the little boy who Sugriva hurt arrived. He sat by the monkey. "Sugriva, you're following that kid? He's not much older than me."

Sugriva whispered back, "He is a wise man, but his people look like children. He has more wisdom than you, since you're here sitting by me."

"Why wouldn't I?" The boy shrugged, then took out a piece of grass and chewed on it.

"I hurt you. Badly. You aren't here for the prophet, you're here for me."

The boy elbowed Sugriva. "Yeah? What of it?"

"You forgive me?" He didn't fully understand the concept as Dameneh was preaching it, but he knew it was the right use.

"What's that mean?"

"I wronged you. I hurt you. That's bad. You aren't holding it in your heart?"

"No. If forgiving you is not being mad, I'm not mad, Ghost Monkey."

The monkey smirked.

Dameneh stopped his lesson, and pointed to Sugriva and the boy. "Your warrior was once mad. He has his sanity because the One gave it back. Now, he asks forgiveness of this boy he nearly killed. The boy has given it. If we can release our madness like Sugriva and forgive wrongs like this boy, we will get closer to the One."

When Dameneh went back to his teachings, the boy turned to Sugriva. "I want more of your story. What happened next?"

"I'm going to talk to Dameneh and some of his people. Join us and I'll tell you what happens next."
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AFTER THE PREACHING, when the sun set and the crowds left, Dameneh and his closest followers brought Sugriva and the boy to their home.

Tabr said, "I found a better place. It's actually a house, instead of an apartment."

"Should we do that? Others might—"

"Dameneh, the city is barely populated. We could each have three houses and there'd still be space." He winked at Dameneh.

The girl who was always by Dameneh, Saha, chuckled. "Husband, relax. We will fill the house."

When they arrived, Qas let out an audible wow, or as close as she could get. She signed.

Tabr turned to Sugriva. "She says this is about as nice as her estate in Abr. It's where we found her."

"Then she was wealthy," Sugriva muttered.

There was an outer wall with two gates. The gates were open, though it looked like some mechanism could call them up from slats in the floor. A fountain was in the center of the courtyard when they first walked in. The fountain was shaped like three fish, each spitting out water, though the fountain was dry for the time. Trees, bushes, and flowers all lined the house. Fruit was on the ground, shed by the trees and shriveled because no one ate them. A few were gnawed by insects and rodents.

Sugriva immediately went to the fruit trees and found a peach. He plucked one and ate it, then he handed another to the kid. "This is paradise. I can't imagine what inside will look like."

Tabr went to the door and inside the house was a switch. He flipped it and outside lights gently illuminated the estate. Inside, bright lights made it easy to see.

Dameneh fidgeted. "I don't know if I like this. We should live humbly."

"We will stay here tonight. Tomorrow I'll find us a nice place, and this will become a center for us to do business. We can judge and teach here."

"Dameneh," Saha said, wrapping her arms around him, "it's okay to enjoy life sometimes. This is a gift. There are many around the city. We are not being selfish."

There was a large room on the first floor which had several chairs. Many of the chairs were mangled from time. A few were made slag from fire and some other calamity the city suffered. The chairs were put around a fire which could start itself without wood. It created warmth as the metal city cooled off in the night.

Tabr said, "Sugriva, you were going to tell us the next story."

The boy Sugriva hurt piped up. "Yes, he is. It's the only reason I'm here. Tell us more, Ghost."
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Chapter Thirteen

The Exiled Ghost Monkey
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Age of Men 808

Commander Fateh heard rumors of a demon monkey running amok through the serpent pits. Interrogated Fangs called him the Feral Ghost, the Ghost Monkey, the Demon of Demons. Originally, Humbari sent Fateh and his men to check in on Madhav's group, but it turned up strange myths. The commander continued with the efforts to harass the Fangs. He destroyed numerous pits. With no sign of Ravasha, the rumors of demons rising up again to strike against the Jaya Kingdom faded. Aside from the one demonic monkey. General Humbari was able to bring back two kingdoms to the war efforts due to the tireless advance. Even Prince Anka renewed his blessing for the assaults, claiming his decree to recall Humbari was written down erroneously.

Fateh slid down a tree branch to see another fallen pit. Fang bodies, both snake and man, were desecrated well after they were killed. It was like a ritual took place. It could only be Sugriva, his mind cracked beyond repair. The killing machine served its purpose, and as the vanguard neared where the feral monkey called home, it was time to put him down. A hawk ahead squawked and raced back. "There's a monkey covered in ash. He's chasing after survivors."

"Is it him?"

“It’s a blood thirsty monkey covered in ash slaughtering Fangs. See that often?” The hawk rolled his eyes.

"Kill him. It will be a mercy." Fateh readied his spear. It was the purpose of the spear, and the tip was ordained by the spirits, each one heaping a blessing on it so the monkey would be struck by all four elements when it pierced his flesh.

The hawk shook his head. "We should subdue him and bring him back." Fateh didn't understand the hawk and several of the other men. They looked up to Sugriva and his lost soul. They nearly worshiped him in place of the Ashtadash. They called him a spirit of war. But Fateh knew the monkey for the threat he was: a dangerous weapon which needed to be shattered upon the knee and discarded, for Jaya would not be able to properly wield him.

The hawk continued, "Poison him in his sleep. Pits cannot slow him down. How will we be a match? We’ll just piss him off and point him toward Jaya."

"Fine." It was likely true. If they failed, Jaya would face a single foe far worse than all the Fangs. "When the monkey slates his blood lust, I will petition him for peace and ask him to come with us." Then he could wash his hands of it, avoiding the disgrace in front of his men. It could be Humbari's problem.

Commander Fateh waited until night, when the monkey paused in his slaughter. He said, "Sugriva, I am Commander Fateh. General Humbari sent me to see who struck fear into the hearts of the Fangs, and here we find you, quite alive. Come with us."

However, the hawk was shiftier than the commander, and Fateh was bait. Sugriva howled and lunged after the commander. Before the monkey could strike, he was struck on the head with a branch. Commander Fateh shouted, "He tried to kill me! I’m going to kill him here and now!"

The hawk quipped, "No. We’ll take him to General Humbari."
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SUGRIVA BLINKED AND looked around the court. He never stood in the Jayan palace, but there he was. Rosewood stairs circled up to a marble platform. The marble, as if one piece, lifted up into a backrest. Ivory, masterfully carved, sat on the top of the backrest. The carvings told of battles fought by Jaya, the ivory arcs ever reaching for the ceiling with every passing century. Two elephant statues were set on either side of the elevated platform, each gilded. One had eyes of emeralds and the other of sapphires, depicting water and earth.

Prince Anka sat on cushions placed in front of the backrest. He wore a crown of gold which flared in the front, as if golden feathers were placed in the band. His vest was crimson with gold tassels hanging from the bottom, and his pants were the color of turmeric. It was a man of plenty, and a king of peace. Sugriva wondered how long he had fought in the jungle and if the Venomoid Wars ended.

General Humbari, in his bear janaav form, stood next to the prince, since it was a military matter. The other advisers all stood at the foot of the throne. Sugriva took in the rest of the hall, the massive stone walls with gold and ivory plating. People watched and whispered. Metal bit into Sugriva's wrists.

"Why am I here?" he muttered.

Realization stuck him: he was immensely corrupt. Execution was the only path for him, the trial a formality to appease the spirits. To keep everyone on their rightful path.

Sugriva scoffed.

"Good afternoon, Sugriva." Prince Anka started the execution. Often times they were private, but the kingdom liked to make a show of what corruption begot. Sugriva would lose his head in the city center.

"We are here today to discuss you."

Sugriva opened his mouth to speak. Only a black smoke came out, the briefest puff. It dissipated, but not before eliciting a gasp from the crowd. He forgot how to talk, and this infuriated him.

"You were feral when we found you. The Ashtadash saw fit to bless you, soaking you in blood and snake skins. We surrounded Ravasha and burned down his final pit. He got away, but we put an end to the demon's army. We find the spirits were kind in taking away your memory from those years, as we cannot imagine the horrors you suffered to ensure our victory."

They didn't know. He searched the crowd and saw a mixture of fear and respect. It felt uncomfortable. Sugriva found his voice, and it came out raspy. "What?"

General Humbari cut in. "You gave us victory, though when we found you, you were out of your mind. Our healers spent months bringing your mind back to this state. Even your fur gave off smoke, and we thought we would have to kill you. Your level of corruption says we should kill you, but your service to the kingdom says we should honor you."

"If I live?" he asked. There was hope in his breast. A coin toss chance at life was better than assured death.

"Retirement to the countryside. You gave so much to us, and though it's the path of an old man, you deserve it."

Sugriva scowled. "I'm not old enough. The Ashtadash do not care what we do in a short time, but in the time given. I cannot stop walking my dharma."

The crowd fidgeted. Humbari avoided eye contact. A knot formed in Sugriva's gut. He would not have a good reincarnation if left where he was, but it seemed it was hermitage or death. He could always figure something out from his secluded hut, some way to redeem himself without getting involved in Jayan affairs.

The brahmin stood off to the side, and Sugriva looked to them. "Priests, you know what the path is and isn't. Am I ready for hermitage? If you give me your blessing, which comes from the spirits, I will walk it." Sugriva prayed hard the brahmin would allow this, or he just consigned himself to death.

One of the priests, in his blue robes, stepped forward. "The spirits have given you much and taken much. You shouldered the burdens admirably. Take your rest from the kingdom, as they have other plans for you. Plans for you to wrestle with corruption. If you can fend off the demon's evil, you could be a great teacher for others."

Sugriva bowed. "With the blessing of the brahmin, I take on my new dharma."
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"I'M TWENTY-FIVE," HE muttered, sweeping his cottage's front porch. "I should be hunting bandits and cutting down rebels."

The cottage sat on a cliff which overlooked the Jayan Empire, with the capital off in the distance, a massive palace piercing the canopy. Sugriva spent hours in the morning and evening meditating on the cliff, staring at his point of contention. It was not simply a forced hermitage, but exile. Smoke exuded from his nails, and he could feel his vision tint red.

It's not right what they're doing to you, the voice said. You should return, and be the shadow you were against the Fang. Become the demon they think you are.

"No," he sighed, turning from the palace. The smoke of his nails diminished slightly. "I won’t be the monster."

Why not? You could eat, screw, pillage. Whatever you want. Why deny yourself from those denying you? Your rightful path is the warrior, and Prince Anka told you not to follow it. He is dooming your reincarnation. Slit his throat. Chop up Humbari and serve him to his men. Steal their power and the power of Jaya.

He sighed, exhausted from the banter. Kill this person. Eat that person. If only the voice was more creative.

"Excuse me, are you the warrior Sugriva?" A hawk janaav took Sugriva out of his head. The hawk wore a loin cloth and ceremonial leather bangle.

They've come to finish you.

"Good," Sugriva whispered.

"Actually, I'm hermit Sugriva. I don't walk the path of the warrior anymore." He stared at the stew, stirring it. "I'm preparing supper. Join me."

He will just kill you while you eat. The voice wore at Sugriva's nerves.

The hawk took a sniff and winced. "I think I'll pass." The janaav was regal and proud, chest feathers puffed out. A general? He looked familiar to Sugriva, and warriors were the only people he spent much time with.

"Then why bother me? A messenger already brought my stipend, though I'd take double pay."

"I think you're wasting your time in this village. Don't you?"

A ploy. Don't let down your guard.

Sugriva grabbed his head and shut his eyes hard. Tears threatened to streak down his cheeks. "Shut up," he whispered. Then he looked up at the hawk, who was startled but didn't step back. "What are you saying?"

The hawk hesitated, but after a pause, he continued. "You're a warrior. I want to give you back your identity. I don't want the chaos to consume you. Otherwise, one day we will come up here to find everyone dead, and we will put you down."

See? They are here to kill you. They threaten you and the village!

He bit his tongue, then his lip, until both bled. When he calmed his mind, he asked, "When do I leave?"
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WATERFALLS SLAMMED into Sugriva's shoulders and drowned out the world. Even the voice in his head was no match for the violent deluge. When the sun rose or set, Sugriva sat in the canopies, watching as the rays burned away his uncertainties and fears. A cave welcomed him, and in that darkness, the dampness seeping into his bones, he found the corruption was not everywhere, and isolation could be his friend.

Foul and sweet poultices were administered by physicians. A few physicians looked at what Sugriva took previously, but it was impossible to recreate the chaos flower. Yogis taught yoga, and Sugriva contorted his way to peace. Flexibility in the body aided flexibility in the mind. The entire time, the voice screamed at him. It said he was unworthy of the opportunity. It commanded him to kill everyone. Then it faded to a whisper, a small tug at the back of his mind. Calm entered his soul, and he could see his path clearly once more. Though, as he continued his habits, he realized that it took nearly a full day of meditation to keep the voice in check.

Divyan approached Sugriva one morning, as the monkey watched the sun rise. "It's time for you to fight. Just one bout."

The thought of violence gripped Sugriva's heart, and the voice screamed with the opening. It's time, monkey. They just want you to kill. Why are you their puppet? Reign in those strings. Be your own master. Kill them or flee, it doesn't matter. What matters is giving into yourself.

"I don't know if I can," Sugriva whispered. It physically hurt when the voice spoke. He feared attacking Divyan on the spot. The general would have no choice but to kill him for the outburst.

"It is your dharma. Come."

Sugriva followed the hawk dutifully, down the trees, through the streets, to the training compound. It was on the outskirts of Jaya, keeping Sugriva far from people.

A large man stepped out, his skin orange with black bands. A tiger. Divyan presented the man. "This is your opponent. Stay in control. Breathe."

Sugriva sat back, and the tiger charged. He shifted into a janaav, the half tiger and half man clawing through the air. Sugriva shifted into a monkey and used his tail to spring between the tiger's legs.

Sugriva laughed as he shifted into a man. "You are an oaf. How will you challenge me?"

"Says the crazy monkey who can't shift into a proper janaav." With that, the tiger took a stone from the ground and threw it, striking Sugriva between the eyes.

The world went red. Sugriva bared his fangs he lunged. Divyan and a dozen others stepped in, striking Sugriva multiple times before he succumbed.

Similar incidents continued for months, until Sugriva could have a half dozen bouts without losing his composure. Every day Divyan was beside Sugriva, whether he was in the hospital or on the training grounds. Every day the hawk general lifted Sugriva up in esteem, even when the monkey wanted to quit. Instead, he desired the approval of Divyan, a father he never had. A father he couldn't have.

Temperatures dropped, and the days were chilly. Sugriva wore a jacket, instead of his normal vest. "General, I'm here to spar."

"Not today," Divyan said. "Follow me." They went through the courtyard into some back rooms, until they reached the general's personal room. It was lavish, as was befitting Divyan's path. Fine woods were used to depict battles Divyan led or fought personally in. The center had a training circle lined in silver. Hawk statues littered the parameter.

There was a boy in the circle. He was a teenager, with a long and defined nose. His hair took on the brown of a hawk.

"Today," Divyan said, going to a weapon rack. "You will teach my boy, Amu, in the use of the bow staff." He picked up two staffs and handed one to the boy and one to Sugriva. "The staff is your specialty, based on the battle reports before you lost your mind.”

No guards stood by to intervene, and Sugriva's guts sunk. He said, "This is a bad idea. I’ll hurt the kid."

The boy seemed aware of this. His lips blanched and his body quivered. Divyan went to Amu and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. "Sugriva, train him slowly. Do down strikes first. Then up strikes. You get the idea. Today there is no need for contact. A warrior needs to memorize motions before they can fight an opponent."

The monkey nodded and stood in front of the boy. "Mirror me." Sugriva did down strikes. He corrected Amu's posture with sharp thwacks of his staff, and the boy winced. It was meditative. It gave purpose. And the voice had no power over the simple exercises.

Simple strikes turned into simple katas, then complicated katas, and finally they performed paired katas, Sugriva and Amu swinging their staffs and dancing with each other. The chill air went into the rainy season, and they trained to the tears of water spirits. Then it became hot and humid. Finally, fall parted the cloudy skies, so they were beautiful and blue beyond the jungle canopy. After completing, more or less successfully, the most strenuous kata Sugriva knew, both collapsed, panting. "You're good," Sugriva said.

Amu smiled. "I have a good teacher."

Divyan came out as the two relaxed. He said, "I think you taught the boy all you can with casual training, Sugriva. Now, spar with him. Go slow. Let him get used to someone jabbing and swiping at him."

A pit formed in Sugriva's stomach, but he obeyed. Amu paled as he stood with his staff in hand.

Now is your chance, the chaos called.

"Come," Sugriva said, ignoring the voice. He motioned the boy to attack. He did and Sugriva parried the strike. "You wind up too much." Another strike. "Too slow." Another. "Remember to snap at the waist. Even if that hit me it wouldn't hurt." The training continued until the sun set.

When the training was complete, and both sat and drank, General Divyan said, "Sugriva, join us for dinner tonight. I would like you to meet my family, now that you trained my boy. It is only right."
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The Scorned Ghost Monkey

[image: image]


Age of Men 810

Up the trees, in the tallest canopies, large tree limbs grew together to create nests. The nests were imperfect orbs dotted with holes. Four spheres formed Divyan's home around a thick tree. Sugriva climbed up and found a port in the bottom of the lowest structure. There was a ladder, but in monkey form he didn't need it. He crawled in with Divyan behind him. The general was a hawk, but when he burst through the opening and stopped his ascent, he turned into a man.

Brilliantly colored jute rugs adorned the floor. Wood seats were carved into the walls, with weapon racks between each of them. Hawks squawked and people shouted orders, as the entire complex was alive. A woman came out, gorgeous and severe in her features. She was adorned in a robe made of feathers from a variety of birds, likely prey from hunts. Sugriva heard of the custom, but it was a ceremonial custom warriors didn't participate in it.

"My husband, welcome." She kissed him in a way which made Sugriva blush. Then the woman said, "Oh, I didn't see we had company. Where are my manners?" She laughed. "They must have flown out. Please, come and meet our daughter. I was told you have already met our son."

Divyan said, "This is Sugriva. He helped train Amu in the bow staff. The boy is quite proficient."

The woman froze for a second, eying Sugriva. "You had Sugriva train our son? You didn't tell me that, but you told me plenty of Sugriva." The personality switch was quick.

"And a better teacher he couldn't have." He put a hand on her shoulder, and it cooled the embers in her eyes. "He is now a guest in our house. We will feed and care for him, at least for the night."

She walked to Sugriva. "I have heard your stories, and my heart breaks for you. However, I told my husband he should leave you in your little hut. Then he told me what you did to the soldiers you trained with. I told my husband he should pluck your heart out. You are now in my house. If you threaten my children, there will be no mercy. I will shred you with beak and talons and leave you to hang on this tree." Then she stormed off.

"Charming," Sugriva muttered. A tingle settled in his guts from her words.

"Don't mind her," Divyan said. "You're doing well. There is no fighting here, so you will be fine. As long as you can remember your manners." He winked and chuckled, then went up some stairs. "Follow me."

A girl was in the next structure up. Her skin was fair for a hawk girl, her nose pointed like a beak, and her eyes were yellow. Two tells, he thought. That or they just had unusually pointed noses.

Divyan said, "This is Prisha. She is my only daughter and a beautiful sight ready for marriage."

The girl blushed and so did Sugriva. His heart throbbed and guts twisted. Then he looked away.

Prisha said, "It is a great pleasure to meet you. My father says much about the monkey who survived the snakes."

Divyan interjected, "Prisha that is impolite." He put a hand on Sugriva's shoulder. "Never mind that. I promise I said only good things. Your training has come a long way.” He fidgeted, then sniffed. “The food is ready."

The dining room looked more traditional and had a ladder leading up the structure for those not as gifted in flight or climbing. Once in the dining room, the walls were covered in tapestries and banners. Feathers woven into the tapestry told of birds killed in battle or defeated in duels. One banner was left incomplete, a tribute to Divyan and his wife, which would be completed upon their death.

Sugriva sat at the table. Prisha sat across from him. His heart thumped in his chest, almost painfully. Prisha daintily asked for food, taking from the family plate with her hands. The rest of the family did the same, and when Divyan handed a platter to Sugriva, no utensils were given. Sugriva fought back tears. Outside his squad, it was the first time he shared a meal as if family.

Amu chattered through dinner, especially in regards to the merits of Sugriva. This surprised the monkey, as the boy was never chatty during training. "The legends of you are incredible, sir. I was honored to train under you. I learned so much. Mom, he is a master of combat. Sometimes he's even nice."

Divyan snorted with food in his mouth. He cleared his throat. "Amu, that's not how you talk of your master. He is as nice, or not, as he needs to be. If his student is pliable and quick-witted, he can always be kind. If his student is dense as ironwood, then a master must be forceful."

The wife mumbled, "He hasn't sent you to the hospital. It sounds like he has been restrained in your training." She glared at Divyan, and he had the good sense to avoid her gaze.

The wife looked at Sugriva and said, "You are welcome to this house under my husband. I will never welcome you. Every day I beseech the spirits to give my husband wisdom, so my family isn't hurt." After several deep breaths, she slammed her hands on the table. Her body shifted to a hawk, and without another word, she flew away.

"She's overprotective and can't see the full picture. She can't see how important you are to the future of Jaya." Divyan dug into seconds, pecking at the bone of a squirrel. "Everyone needs a family, Sugriva. It gives them balance. I will share my family with you, and you will share your talents with me in battle."

Amu's eyes went wide. "That is amazing. Yes, he should be here every night." He looked to Sugriva and went to the man. He took Sugriva's hands in his, and said, "Master, I didn't know you don't have a family. I'm honored to be part of it now."

Sugriva openly sobbed. "I have an uncle who doesn't want me. My parents are outcaste."

"What happened?" Amu blurted out, as Divyan tried to stop him.

"They fell off their paths by falling in love with each other. They were different generations, and it contaminated the blood. My uncle took me in to become a merchant, but my parents were warriors. I found myself on their path, not his." There was an extended silence. Amu's brows furrowed when he heard Sugriva's parents were outcaste.

"The Festival of Colors is soon," Divyan said. The words broke a silence so intense that everyone at the table jumped. "I, for one, am excited to see the vivid display across Jaya." The conversation of the festival continued, as if the questions of Sugriva's history never happened.

As the Festival of Colors was discussed, Sugriva was enraptured with the beauty of Prisha. His heart exploded at her youthfulness. He admonished himself regularly that it would be a grave sin to court the ideas forming in his mind. Prisha spoke of the colors she loved the most, and it dissolved his weak desire to stay away. Faint smiles at Sugriva's jokes awoke his passion. The monkey tensed his arms and fingers to keep from vaulting across the table and taking what he desired. Instead, as they continued to interact, tranquility formed in his breast, and it was given to him by this girl he had no right to.

One day, after weeks of dinner together, Sugriva saw Prisha alone in a hallway. There were usually servants around, but this time no one lurked around the corner.

She kept her face down, and watched Sugriva in the coy manner of a maiden. "Sir," she whispered as they passed, her fingertips touching his forearm. It sent a jolt straight up his elbow and into his shoulder. He made a fist to keep himself from shoving her against a wall and kissing her.

"Prisha," he said, and they walked past each other. This happened several times when Sugriva visited, like she planned the brief meetings.

After it went on for a while, as she touched his forearm, there was a voice behind her. "Prisha, that is improper." It was Divyan. "Get ready for dinner."

When she left, he said, "I'm sorry, Sugriva. That was immensely inappropriate, and I know your reputation is already in such a tenuous situation." He bowed several times. "Again, I'm so sorry."

Undeterred by Divyan’s warning, Prisha approached Sugriva after dinner. "Meet me on the roof before you leave tonight."

Monkey's vision went dark, as his heart beat rapidly. He could only nod, leaving her to giggle as she went off to her room. At least he wasn't reading her wrong.

Sugriva said goodnight to Divyan and Amu. Prisha had excused herself to bed earlier, and the wife never remained long after enduring a few pecks of dinner.

Once out the door, Sugriva shifted into a monkey and scrambled up to the top of the nest. There was a note.

Meet me in the canopy.

Sugriva's mouth opened, and he wanted to howl, but he kept silent. He hopped around a little, then scampered up the tree, darting between the branches. A few hawks hunted under cover of night. A few neared Sugriva, but the monkey easily shooed them off, and they went toward less lively prey.

Bursting through the canopy, Sugriva glimpsed Prisha in her janaav form, half hawk and half girl. She laughed at the sight of Sugriva. "You came. That's wonderful." She went back to looking at the stars. "Do you ever wonder what's in the heavens? If the Ashtadash are watching us and guiding us? Or if they forgot about us and don't care?"

"Why say that?" He moved closer to her, though not too close. It could be a clever trap set by her mother, but he hoped for something to happen. Perhaps she just wanted an exotic friend to confide in. It would be a scandal, but it would not constitute stepping off the path.

She continued, "What if the castes are just to keep us obedient? You seem like someone who would understand that. Your parents, they were of different generations, but that's forbidden. Why? They produced a fine janaav they should be proud of. You even followed them into the warrior caste."

The subject chafed his heart. "Did it produce a fine janaav? I still can't shift into my form." He sighed. "But I think the Ashtadash are here. Met one who rode a bull and kept the local Fangs at bay. He made a potion to slow my corruption. But one day it didn't help." He wept, flashes of the broken memories coming back to him.

Prisha moved closer. He wrapped an arm around her, and her muscles flinched before warming to his finger. Sugriva stopped when he felt a rope under her chest. In the darkness it was impossible to see. The rope wrapped around several times and bound her wings. Prisha frowned and looked away, as if this was a shame she hid from Sugriva. He asked, "Why are your wings bound?"

"I don't know how to fly, so they are bound except for lessons until I learn how to properly use them."

"What does that mean? Can you or not?"

Prisha laughed. "A young sparrow can reach the sky. But the hawks are proud, and there is a right and wrong form. My form is juvenile."

"I never noticed it before." He reached out and caressed her wings. She recoiled at first, then moved into him.

"As a human, it's just fine rope wrapped around me. Any outfit would hide it." She smirked and flexed the wings a little. "I don't have wings sticking out."

"That makes sense. If you can fly, why wouldn't you? Just undo the knots and take off."

"I don't know how to redo them. Do you?"

His fingers fumbled with the rope, then moved under them, touching her back as he looked for the knots. Then he moved forward, and her breath caught as he went just below her breasts. He looked into her eyes, and his fingers went lower. Stomach muscles went taut at the cool touch, then he felt her back tense as he embraced her. Lips pressed against each other with an appreciative sigh. Her tongue was uncertain as it pushed through his lips. Her mouth opened too wide, as if trying to eat him. Untrained fingers fumbled over Sugriva's body.

She shook her head, trembling. "No. This is too fast."

"I'm sorry. I should go."

"No," she said forcefully and grabbed his hand. Their lips met once more before she pulled back. "Now you can go."
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SUGRIVA AND PRISHA saw each other nearly every day, often through planned accidents, so they could meet in public and not raise too much suspicion. People still whispered on how the two janaav teetered on the edge of their paths, but Divyan dismissed the gossip.

Sugriva and Prisha bumped into each other at the market. Sugriva had some beets, while Prisha bought a beautiful collar. A warm smile touched Sugriva's lips. "How strange to see you here, Prisha. I see you bought a beautiful neck thing."

Prisha laughed, cheeks turning red. "Yes. It's a collar made of turquoise. It's supposed to be lucky." She nodded to the beets as she closed the distance. "You are eating beets tonight?"

"No." Sugriva shook his head. "After you roast them, they look like guts. I use them to scare the children."

The young woman's jaw dropped as she gasped. "You are a monster, Sugriva. What a horrible mind."

He walked close enough to whisper, "You should see what I'm thinking of you right now."

Her cheeks reddened more, followed by a giggle. "I would very much so like to see those thoughts. Maybe you could show me."

That made Sugriva uncomfortable. At least in public. "Some day. When you fly us away from here." He looked up, the mirth leaving both their eyes.

"You know I can't, Sugriva. My path. Your path."

"What happened to the talk of dharma is nothing more than shackles?"

She looked away, anywhere but into Sugriva's eyes. "I am to be a proud hawk." She paused, pondering the next words carefully. Then she looked straight at Sugriva. "So I can impress my future hawk husband."

It was an intentional jab, and he knew it, one to kindle jealousy because she disliked of their conversation. When Sugriva recovered, he said, "A worthy husband won't care how you fly."

Prisha moved out of the market, into a back alleyway. Sugriva followed, until they were away from the din, in between tight buildings, with trees providing cover overhead.

His hand reached out and laid over hers, and his heart thumped noisily in his ears. She interlaced her fingers with his, and his fear that she didn't feel the same abated.

"I wonder who that future husband will be." She grinned, her free hand pulling strands of hair back from her face. She leaned closer, and Sugriva met her lips. The first kiss was gentle and restrained. The second kiss was savage; he pressed her hard against a tree.

Half their clothes laid strewn across the dirt path, and once finished with play, they pulled their belongings together again. Prisha couldn't stop giggling, and this brought a grin to Sugriva.

"I should go," she said.

"Wait." He went to the rope and undid it. She looked mortified, but he put a finger to her lips. "I want to see you fly. I can tie them back up when you're done."

"But if anyone saw—"

"I think Divyan will have more issues with us together half-naked than with you flying."

Temporary horror crossed her face with the realization of what they just did. Sugriva touched her cheek and said, "I'll love you forever. Others live a good life outside the empire. We can, too."

"We could run away to a quaint village, like the ones you talk about." The smile returned, and the idea took root.

"Work the land or go fishing. You're a hawk, a natural hunter. We would brave the frontier hand in hand." The more he talked, the more real it was in his mind. He thought of Mibtha and the joy he had in such a simple life.

However, he could see the thought of laborious living killed the dream on Prisha's face. "Of course—a hunter." The words tapered off into a whisper.

The idea would grow on her once she had a hunt under her wings. Sugriva knew she would see their life the way he did. "We will make it work. Now, go fly." He patted her bottom, and she blushed with a squeal.

Wings unfurled, and she jumped. Sugriva lost her in the foliage until she burst up through the canopy, blotting out the stars as a graceful form Sugriva couldn't take his eyes off. When she landed, her chest heaved with the excitement, and she forgot all about banishment. She was wrapped up in Sugriva, and before either of them realized it, they were naked on the jungle floor.
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SUGRIVA EXTENDED HIS arms above his head, saluting the rising sun. Every breath was fresh and crisp, as the monkey practiced his breathing exercises to calm his mind. Metal clashed and wood clacked below from sparring. The tranquility of the rhythmic sparring made Sugriva realize it had been a long time since he felt such peace. Divyan gave him purpose in training his son, while his daughter gave love. Thorough, lengthy love. The thought of her made him smile, disrupting his meditations.

When the sun was high enough to bathe Sugriva's entire body in its glow, he opened his eyes and slipped down the side of the building, landing in the courtyard. Amu wasn't there, which was a little frustrating. The boy was rarely late. In the back of the courtyard, in the small office, Divyan looked over maps as scouts whispered in his ears. Sugriva went to his side. "General, where is Amu?"

"Not today, Sugriva," he said. "Something came up, and he's staying at the nest." His eyes were sullen, then he looked up. The sorrow was replaced by a glimmer when he saw Sugriva. "Want to do some field work?"

The monkey nodded eagerly. "I've been caged too long."

"We need a patrol at Sita Falls." He pointed on the map, though Sugriva knew where that was. As children, they would go there all the time, standing on the ledge and daring each other to jump. It was part of the lore of the Falls.

"Too many jumpers lately?"

"Would be nice if that was all." He sighed. "People go out there, and they don't return. That's not unusual, but usually suicidal ones don't tell people where they're going. We think it's bandits, maybe a few rogue Fangs. Are you up for it?"

"Yes. I will go immediately."

Divyan walked around the table and embraced Sugriva. "Thank you. You are family to me, and doing this removes a burden. Stay safe so you can keep training Amu. He gets better by the day because of your guiding hand." He kissed Sugriva's forehead, then the two rested their foreheads against each other. "Most importantly, do not engage. If there are enemies, report it."
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THE TREES OVERLOOKING the falls were sturdy enough to create a small camp in the branches. Most people didn't look up, unless they were janaav of certain breeds. He prayed to the Ashtadash that this wasn't the case. The size of the base would require him to sleep as a monkey, and hopefully that would just make him look like a greedy macaque.

There was no one there on the first day. Even the animals stayed away, leaving only a handful of rodents rummaging around the undergrowth and a few insects chirping off in the distance. The silence exhausted Sugriva.

After a week of waiting, he heard slithering and rustling in the bushes off in the distance. He clambered up a tree and moved through the branches swiftly. As he closed in, the sound died off. When he was right over it, the movement took off away from Sugriva at incredible speeds. He landed on the ground and discovered a trail of thick blood, more like mucus. The slithering pattern was consistent with a snake, but it would have been over a meter wide, which was larger than any Fang aside from Ravasha. Based on the tracks left, there were three tails. Definitely not bandits or Fangs. Demons.

Yes, Sugriva. My kind are close. One sniff of you and they would embrace you as a brother. You wouldn't have to hide.

The scent made its way to his nostrils and Sugriva's eyes dilated. The verdant foliage took on a ruddy hue. He could see and smell the few animals around him. There was no desire to eat them, just to kill them all, to rejoice in spilled blood and broken bones.

"Sugriva?" The word came from a voice too sweet to be at Sita Falls. He made a fist, trying to hide his black and red nails, though the smoke they emitted was too thick to conceal.

When he saw her, she looked delicious. The slender neck would snap easily. The fragile wings would crack under his teeth. Fat and muscle mixed perfectly over the rest of her, and he knew it. Every nip of flesh would be celebrated over his tongue as much as when they made love. He licked his lips. That's right. There is a full meal, and she delivered herself. If you consume her, she will always be with you.

"Sugriva, it's Prisha. I heard you came out here, and I missed you so much. There's something I have to tell you."

She found him, and her hand touched his head. She stroked his cheek and brought him up for a kiss. The red faded.

"Hello," he whispered, then kissed her. "Why are you here?" Panic struck him as he thought of what he just saw.

"To be with you." She started to remove her shirt, but he stopped her, eyes darting as his ears strained to listen.

Maybe she wanted him more than he thought. Maybe she would be okay with the thought of running away. Fear was replaced with hope.

"Let's jump off the cliff together. You can spread your wings and fly us away from here. Find a small village, settle down, have lots of kids. We can protect them from the world and tell them all the crazy stories about their dad." Her skin felt like down and sent tingles through Sugriva's hand.

Prisha laughed, dimples forming. "I wish I could. I had something I wanted to tell you, Sugriva." She rested her head against his chest.

The slithering returned. Inaudible words left Prisha's lips, words Sugriva knew would break him, but at the time, that didn't matter. The rustling came toward them. "We need to run."

Sugriva seized his staff. Prisha sputtered, "Sugriva, you have to listen. Don't silence me."

A black monstrosity appeared out of the bushes, and three heads peeked over the foliage. One head looked like a skull. The other two were grotesque masks of demons with large fangs, wide eyes without eyelids, and red or black faces. They spoke in unison in a way that made Sugriva's ears shuddered. "So little food, but you two will do. Thought we scared them all off, we did."

"Run, Prisha." Sugriva didn't look back. He took his staff and ran at the abomination. "Tell your dad what you saw."

"No survivors," they echoed in unison. The skull transformed into a snake head, venom dripping down exposed fangs, then lunged after Prisha. Sugriva caught the creature's mouth on his staff, brought it down to the ground, and crushed its head underfoot. The other two heads howled. "You hurt our brother!"

"Was really hoping that was a kill," Sugriva muttered.

Prisha ran, her feet pattering toward the cliff. He prayed she was going to fly, and that she knew which way she was going. Otherwise they were both dead, and Jaya would be none the wiser.

A black mucus, similar to what was on the tree in Mibtha, formed into small needles. They jabbed at Sugriva, and the monkey kept shifting forms to make him a difficult target. When given the chance, he struck with his staff, bending and breaking the needles. Each successful hit was met with a hiss. The snake head shook, turned back to a skull, and joined his demented siblings.

"What are you?" Sugriva blurted out.

You know, the voice in his head said, trembling with excitement.

Every attack, every parry, was met with a blood lust. He wanted to feast on this creature and steal its power, but at the same time the thought revolted him.

"We are the Teen Brothers. Sewed together at birth by our overlord, we escaped his hell and now wander here. We are free. Free. Free!" The heads, on elongated necks, braided together in their glee. "You are the first to fight back. We will wrap you up, then swallow and digest you alive. We look forward to it. And the woman? She looks young. Breeding stock. Yes."

She is ours. We breed with her. We eat her. They cannot touch her. She is ours. The hissing in his head was disorienting, but going in the right direction. Sugriva allowed the rage to wash over him. His hands flexed, and the wood staff creaked under the strain. Then the crimson washed over his sight and he grit his teeth. The creature had to die.

The Teen Brothers paused, thinking over something. "We could make you watch! Yes, we will not kill you. Just cut all your sinew so you can't move." They lunged again.

Sugriva danced between the hungry heads. He thwacked them repeatedly, creating cracks in the skull and masks. They howled as they couldn't land any meaningful strikes. Then he thrust the staff into one of their mouths, down it's throat, and pinned it against the ground, putting all his weight on it until the staff broke through the muscle and pierced down to the ground.

The face gargled up blood, eyes rolling back, and then the head went still. The two heads wailed, "Brother!" They knocked Sugriva away, nudged their brother, and when they realized he was not coming back, they consumed him. Their teeth tore into the meat, blood and ichor spraying up, until their was nothing left but a ragged stump. "Now we are more powerful. You will die."

The staff was consumed in their feeding frenzy, leaving the monkey unarmed except for a small utility knife. He ran toward the Falls, toward Prisha. She stood, looking over the cliff. The drop went on for hundreds of feet, towering so high above the jungle below it looked as if there were two worlds separated by the earth itself. Sugriva yelled, "You have to fly. For both of us, you have to fly."

She froze. Then she said, "I can't. I don't fly right."

"You flew fine the other night." He took his gamble as he heard the goading of the Teen Brothers catching up to him. Arms wrapped around Prisha, and he jumped off the cliff. He took out his knife and undid the bindings on her wings. "Please, Prisha. Fly."

He shifted, no longer able to speak words of encouragement, only able to trust in her desire to survive, the innate desire Sugriva saw in most people.

Though they were at Sita Falls.

Sita was a woman who was about to be outcaste. She slept with a noble man who denied it, but she was pregnant and could not account for the father. Instead of facing the shame, Sita jumped. Prisha wanted to tell Sugriva something. Was she pregnant? Fear knotted in his stomach.

They were dead.

The ground came closer and closer. Trees were distinguishable instead of a vibrant green blur. Prisha shifted into a hawk, grabbed Sugriva in her talons, and swooped above the trees and river.

The howl of the Teen Brothers could be heard behind them, but Prisha kept flying. Sugriva would have to come back with a small squad to hunt it down. No doubt it would go to ground, and that would be difficult to track. Not to mention he now had to tell Jaya that demons were in their backyard. Meeting Ravasha deep in the jungle was far different than anathema a half day from the capital.

Prisha dropped Sugriva on a tree and landed on the branch. She shifted to her janaav form. "Thank you." Tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. "I'm not afraid of flying. I need to go, though. You can get back, right?"

Sugriva's jaw dropped. He looked at the cliff. "That's the only way—" but it was too late. She took off toward Jaya. 

"Are you kidding me?"
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IT TOOK A DAY AND A half to get from the bottom of the cliff back to Jaya because of how far around he had to go. The entire time he muttered profanities of what Prisha did and wondered what it was that made her take off so quickly. Did she fly correctly in that moment of terror, and she wanted to show her parents? That's what he hoped. Was she going to fly away with their child? He didn't care. She left him out to dry in a dangerous environment, basically unarmed. Still, he would utter prayers time to time that she was safe.

When he finally arrived at Divyan's nest days later, it was abuzz with activity. People ran around with bolts of fabric, others with ornate saris. Women painted henna on each other, intricate designs of brown and red going up hands and arms, and across faces. He scrambled up the tree, as this was the sign of something festive, when Divyan should have been prepping for demons. If Prisha told her father what happened, the clash of arms and sound of horns would consume the entire empire.

Instead, laughter consumed the inside of the nest, and guests arrived with expensive gifts. Sugriva went around the back and tugged on a servant's shirt. The servant whirled about and scolded, "You are interrupting a marriage. Whatever you need better be of the utmost importance."

The servant recoiled at the sight of the rough man, clothes tattered, with a stench that could be noted from across the room. Each tear in the clothes was met with a scratch and, blood.

"I need to speak with General Divyan. Now. Need his approval to gather warriors."

"His daughter is getting married, and you want to break up his most celebratory day? It can wait until tomorrow." Even though a servant, he kept his head high. Didn't he recognize Sugriva? The servant was certainly diverging from his path to address a warrior in that manner.

A knot formed in Sugriva's guts and he nearly ripped the servant to shreds. Do it. It is within your duties to teach him his path. Killing him is not even a deviant act for you. The voice laughed, and Sugriva could feel it dancing as it sang.

But the servant wouldn't think anything of demons, and the mistress of the house said nothing good of Sugriva.

"I will gut you, servant. He sent me on a mission. I've completed my mission, and I need warriors now." The monkey snarled, nose twitching as he put his hand on his knife.

The servant's eyes went wide. The man stuttered, then hustled inside. It didn't take long before the general was out. "What is it, Sugriva? What did you find?"

"A three-headed demon named Teen Brothers. It's two-headed now, and in hiding. I need warriors to put it down."

He whistled and a bird janaav landed nearby. "Go to the barracks get five warriors. Bring them to the eastern gate." The bird took off. Divyan grasped Sugriva's arm. "Root out any other demons, as well."

Divyan embraced Sugriva and said, "I am sorry we could not invite you to the wedding. I know how deeply you care for Prisha. She is marrying General Ajit, a young and talented general. If not for this being his wedding night, I would send him with you, so the two of you could talk and respect each other. But that will have to wait." He put a hand on Sugriva's neck and put their foreheads together. "Report to me as soon as you get back."

Leave the demon. Kill Ajit. Why does he get your woman? You taught her to fly. You talked her through issues with her family. You deserve her. Ajit doesn't. Or just kidnap Prisha and run off. You're strong enough. Embrace the shadows within you, and you can move without being detected. Come, Sugriva, let me teach you to walk into one shadow and out another.

The voice never felt so loud and truthful. He did deserve Prisha. He could feel the shadows groping at him, bringing him into the fold. If he simply asked, he could disappear into the shadows and reappear where Prisha was, and just as quickly travel anywhere in the jungle as long as it was dark. His chest hurt. His head pounded. Sugriva was forced to a knee as he held his head.

"I won't succumb," he whispered.

***
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THERE WERE THREE WARRIORS at the gate when Sugriva arrived. The last two were holding everyone else up. Sugriva paced back and forth thinking of what he would do when he returned to Jaya. For the time, all that mattered was killing the demon plaguing the jungle. Maybe he could even eat the demons and gain their power. He looked at the other three warriors. He could take them all.

What mattered was reclaiming his lover in a way so she didn't get upset. They would be exiled into the jungle. They would live that quaint life. She would live that quaint life. He thought of what she currently had: everything. "And I want her to have nothing except me." He sniffled, but did not cry. He would not cry.

A warrior asked, "What did you say? You mutter to yourself and pace back and forth. Is it the demon out there?" He walked up to Sugriva and poked his chest. "Or in there?"

Sugriva smiled. The warrior looked young, but not inexperienced. "Do you know what demons can do? I fought one in the jungle. Like a bad dream, I kept having to fight him. Formless bodies shift in ways your mind can’t comprehend. Torture is their art, and we are the canvas. Maybe they secrete an acid that dissolves you. Jaws unhinge to wrap around your head and sever it from your shoulders in a bite. They do not break bones. They shatter them into dust. If you do not fear this demon, it will maim you." Some embellishment couldn't hurt. Overconfidence, though, could get them all killed.

The warrior stepped back, horror written on his face for the briefest moment. It was enough. Then he composed himself and said, "The six of us can still deal with it."

The final warriors ran up to them, apologizing for the delay. They were all armed and armored as suited them in battle. Sugriva sprinted out the gate, and they kept up. When they neared the falls, Sugriva stopped. "We will rest until day." It was the middle of the night, and he did not trust fighting a creature with control of shadows.

Call out to me, Sugriva. I can give you control over the shadows. Just ask.

"Two will be awake at a time. Two shifts. I will take the first."

***
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THERE WERE NO SOUNDS near the Falls the next morning. No birds. No lizards. Nothing. The other soldiers were on edge, like Sugriva the first night he was at the Falls. "Come," Sugriva said, and he took them to where he fought.

They can't do this. Death awaits all of you if you meet a demon. Let me in. Use my power.

Sugriva arrived at the place where he fought the other day. Black blood soaked into the ground. There were cracked shards from the masks and the skull. The warriors stepped back when they heard slithering off in the distance. Sugriva could smell the fear and hear the rapid heartbeats.

Cattle to a slaughter! Bleed and feast, rip them open and chomp their bones!

"Calm," he said. Sugriva brought two swords on the trip instead of his customary staff. He needed something to slice through the thick muscle and sinew that made up the entire monster's body.

The Teen Brothers sprung out of the undergrowth, wrapped around a warrior, and burned his skin. They chewed on him, and when they were finished the last of his skin turned to smoke.

"Don't just stand there," Sugriva howled, the crimson hue coming over his vision. "Cut it up!"

The battle began in earnest. Sugriva cut and sliced, then had to jump back as another warrior attempted to claim glory.

Instead, the warrior caught a fang on his thigh. Venom injected in such volumes that it poured out with his blood, and his thigh ballooned and turned purple. The warrior fell and screamed. Then his thigh grew large enough that his skin split, revealing dark purple muscles, and an ooze was secreted.

Sugriva pointed and said, "Medic. On him now." The warriors looked confused. There were no medics, or their medic was the first or second warrior to fall. The man would be dead soon. Sugriva took his chances and cut the leg off.

"We remember you," the Teen Brothers said. "You killed our brother." Their heads weaved between each other, hypnotizing. The skull and a mask remained. Monkey flung himself above the heads, shifted into a monkey, then when he cleared their heads, he shifted back to a man and came down on the extended flesh. He severed the skull's neck, and it fell and flopped, squealing. "No," howled the final head. "We will not forgive you!" He devoured his brother, then looked back to Sugriva.

Finish him. Then devour him.

Sugriva held one sword at his side. The other, dripping with black blood, rested on his shoulder. "Not we. You. Your brothers are dead."

The mask howled. The demon grew several times and charged. Sugriva parried bites, then dodged out of the way of flesh spikes. Bones extruded to the outside of the muscle and were flung at Sugriva. They caught another warrior who was not paying attention. The warrior stared in shock. Realization swept over the other soldiers: they were not ready for demons.

Finally the demon gave an opening, overextending. Sugriva ducked under, thrust both swords up, and ran along the length of its body. The demon collapsed, bleeding out. It's muscle withered quickly and turned gray.

Eat it! Don't let it go to waste! They wouldn't understand, but we do.

Sugriva dropped to the ground. The voice nagged, but the rage didn't consume him. He laughed. "You have no power, demon."

It was time to return home and do something stupid.

***
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"GET THEM TO THE INFIRMARY," Sugriva said, as he darted toward Divyan's home. The warriors shouted something, likely in the vein of negligence of duty, but it didn't matter. What Sugriva was about to do would make it inconsequential.

The wedding was over, as it was nearing evening of the next day. The sun was setting, and there were a few guests going in and out, likely close friends. He hung from a tree and watched as Prisha wore her wedding gown, a beautiful red sari with gold lacing. Her husband was definitely an imposing figure, a terrifying hawk janaav who could likely swoop in and kill the monkey in a stroke. It didn't matter. His heart was shattered, the city was safe from the demon, someone else could take on the mantle of protector. Sugriva was going to follow in his parents' footsteps.

"General Ajit," Sugriva called. "I've fought demons. I've spilled their blood in the wild. I killed Fangs when no one helped me. I just slaughtered another demon. What have you done? Who have you killed that you are deserving of Prisha's hand? You come in because of your station, because of your birth, and that gives you rights to her? Then the Ashtadash curse all hawk women with boys who are too afraid to fight."

Divyan rushed out of his home and hollered, "What is the meaning of this? You killed the demon, then came here to spread chaos? Did it bite you? Or are you a fool? You are a dog who bites his master's hand and snarls at his family. Shut your mouth, monkey. I strip you of any ranking or purpose. You are an outcaste and exiled under Prince Anka’s authority." Tears streamed down Divyan's cheeks as he delivered the edict.

Prisha's eyes were wide. If he said they slept together there was only one recourse, and she would lose it all, too. But that was the plan. He could save her from her foolishness by speaking out in the moment. She would have no choice but to cling to him in the wild, relying on him for survival.

Destroy her.

Yet her eyes begged, please don't.

Ajit glared, ready to shift and attack—ready to rip Sugriva to shreds.

"Jaya has given me nothing but pain. It has given my family nothing but pain. It mocks me for my inability to turn into a janaav, though I've slain more Fang or demon than any other. When is the last time Jaya fought demons? More are coming. You are not ready. You cling to decrepit traditions. They will be ripped asunder by a war you can’t understand, and this kingdom will burn while you celebrate your small victory over me."
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Chapter Fifteen

A Prophet and Monkey
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Age of Finality

"Those are strict rules. I know a few things about strict rules." Dameneh smirked. "I was supposed to hold to certain tenants. Abstinence was one of them, and I just couldn't."

Saha sat next to Dameneh, joining them halfway through the story. She squeezed his hand and rested her head on his shoulder.

Dameneh asked, "Are the demons really that terrifying?"

Sugriva looked down at the ground and nodded. "Isn't even the worst of them. I'll tell that story if we don't all end up executed."

"Executed?" Dameneh laughed and shrugged. "I don't think the One is done with me yet."

"You upset their power. Either way, if they don't take your head, they're going to take mine eventually." Since returning to Jaya it felt like his entire life was extended through luck. The luck would run out some day, and he would end up dead.

"I didn't find you on accident. The One has great plans for you." Dameneh stood up and went to Sugriva. The monkey knelt, and Dameneh kissed his forehead. "My people will wonder if you killed me and my wife. We should walk the streets."

"I should return to my people. Being here upsets everyone."

"So what? Let them gossip like old women. We won't be their biggest concern much longer, and you and I will both be needed for that." The little man smiled up at Sugriva, eyes filled with wisdom beyond what Sugriva could understand.

Qas signed in the corner.

Dameneh replied, "Don't worry. He will be a fine bodyguard. The One favors him." She signed again and Dameneh just laughed and walked out, Sugriva in tow. Qas, Sapheen, and Saha followed.

"What are you trying to do?" Sugriva asked. "You run around spouting your religion, and one day it will get you killed."

Dameneh shrugged. The walk brought many people out, some of them sick or injured. Dameneh touched them and uttered a blessing, and the sick and injured were healed. Some he said he could not heal, it was an affliction they were meant to work through. It made Sugriva's insides turn. Why were some to be healed, while others were to suffer? He grit his teeth and scrunched his nose, almost snarling during denials.

"Calm down, Sugriva. This is the Will of the One. I'm to heal those who are sick, so the miracle can be witnessed by others. I'm to let some suffer through their trials because it is a test and burden set before them." Dameneh held Sugriva's hand. "Like you. You've learned much through your pain." The thought of that pain crept into his heart, though the corruption wasn’t there to magnify it.

Dameneh said, "This world is temporary. There is another beyond it. That is our home."

They continued for hours, meeting with the people and healing or not healing the sick. At times, Dameneh would stand in the center of a crowd and preach. Qas was alert, ever suspicious of the crowds.

As Dameneh spoke, Saha approached Sugriva.

She said, "You know he's a great man, right?"

Sugriva nodded.

"He brought together our people and kept us from dying in the desert. Have you been there or heard of it?"

Sugriva nodded, recalling the water witch of the savannah.

"When we needed food, the ground sprouted bread and quail appeared. When we needed water, he struck a rock and a well would form until we drank our fill and loaded our skins." She touched Sugriva's forearm. "I was a rebel. I killed a lot of people. But with Dameneh my skills have purpose, and what I learned has a place, so I can talk to the children about a righteous heart. You have those same insights and more, as you weren't raised under the watchful eye of the One."

Everything started to feel off, like some sort of cult. He was sure something like this was how the Fangs convinced people to join. "I'm sorry." He took a step back. "I'm grateful, but I need time to myself."

Dameneh, from his makeshift pulpit, said, "Sugriva, wait. There are messengers coming for us. We need to go with them."

"What?" It was frustrating, all the little prophecies, the understanding of tongues which were not his own, this ability to take away the corruption within Sugriva. He howled, "How do you know these things?"

Everyone went silent and stared at the monkey who was huffing, skin red, teeth bore. He shifted into his janaav form out of habit, and it caused an audible gasp. Dameneh pointed down the street. "I see them, and they look like they're from Prince Anka. I can't imagine who else they would be here for." The boy chuckled. "Sometimes my visions are a little more mundane."

Sugriva felt stupid, and shifted back to a man. The messengers, along with three guards, said, "Prince Anka invites you to his court in Bahimatt. He would appreciate your presence and participation in finding a peace for your people and his, along with how to proceed in cultivating Bahimatt into the powerful city it once was. Will you come with us to have this meeting?"

"Sugriva will come with." He stepped down from his pulpit and went to the messengers.

"We were told specifically he is not allowed, and if you demand it, we are to assume you come with hostile intentions."

"Assume what you will." Qas and Saha walked up to Damaneh to join him, but he said, "Watch over Sapheen. You won't be able to from where they're leading us. Saha relax."

They walked away with the messengers, and Dameneh looked back at his wife, blowing her a kiss. Sugriva asked, "Did the One say we were returning?"

"No," he said, turning from his wife, brow furrowed. "I have to be honest, Sugriva, that's more a hope. It's rare I know how the event will turn out, I just know it's going to happen. Then I pray and put my faith in the One, that He has more need of me afterward."
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THE COURT BRISTLED, staring at Dameneh and Sugriva. They gossiped about the religious doctrine of Dameneh, then extolled the benefits of dharma. General Humbari glared at Sugriva until it felt like the sun bore down on the monkey. Meanwhile, Prince Anka looked concerned. He was not used to being the small fish in the pond. Prince Anka was used to informing kingdoms of what would happen, meeting a few minor requests, but otherwise getting everything he wanted due to Jaya's size. Now he had to negotiate.

Prince Anka put his hands up, and the people went silent. His voice boomed across the strange metal hall. "We are here to speak peace with Dameneh, keeper of his people. Dameneh, we are Jayans, a proud kingdom from the jungle of Sankive. What should we call your people?"

"Some will say G'deshian. Others will say nomads. I am delven. But first and foremost, we are the faithful of the One." Murmurs rippled through the crowd. "We want peace and collaboration."

"I like that word," Prince Anka said. "Collaboration." He let it roll around in his mouth a while, as if tasting some new flavor. "The city of Bahimatt is large. You have more manpower than we do, but we have more of a military than you do. You speak several languages we have never heard, as well as our own, which you profess to having never heard. You lent us scholars, and they read tomes our own scholars could not after years pouring over the texts. We could use your guidance, and you could use our military."

"There are many secrets, though we are only guided to reveal what is needed. We likely read the texts worse than you do, but the One gives us comprehension. Yoshiket is His gift to this world, a bastion in the coming storm."

Rumbling ripped across the people again. General Humbari roared, "Yoshiket, my prince. They use a blasphemous name for our most sacred city. Then he insults us by bringing Sugriva here. We should arrest them both, execute Sugriva, and torture this man-child which looks like a demon. We can hold him hostage so his people do what we say."

Prince Anka held up a hand to silence the bear. "Dameneh, we use the word Bahimatt for the holy city. It is in our texts as such, handed down by Pannee, the first spirit, and we would like to keep with our custom. Where do you get the name Yoshiket?" The prince crossed his legs, and folded his fingertips under his chin.

"The One calls it Yoshiket. The writing we found in the city gives that name, too. Bahimatt was a name given to keep you from finding this city."

Sugriva coughed. Surely the One forsook Dameneh and was looking to have them both executed.

Prince Anka waited for the people to settle down before speaking. "Dameneh, you force my hand, and I only have one recourse. Guards, arrest them and throw them in prison."

Sugriva shifted into his janaav form and prepared to fight, but Dameneh touched him and said, "It's okay."

He addressed the prince. "An army comes from the east. You will need Sugriva. He is a man of peace now, and he will bring them comfort when you want war. They will be a small and heavily armed people, and they are refugees just like you and me. You will have the advantage, but I beg you to act with wisdom and peace, good prince."

The guards bound the two and escorted them to the prisons, and Dameneh said, "I will see you soon."

The door locked. Sugriva asked, "Is there really an army coming from the east, or was it a bluff?"

"They are coming." Dameneh undid the bindings and rubbed his wrists.

"Did your God tell you that?"

Dameneh undid Sugriva's bindings. "No." He winked at Sugriva. "We have scouts, just as you do. But we have the numbers to use our scouts and explore the city, unlike the Jayans. The approaching army is small, but they are skilled warriors. They also have a lot of elementalists."

"Why am I needed to help with the peace?"

"Honestly, you're not. I’m not even sure if I am. But if they knew that, we would likely be dead. Why not tell me a story while we wait on our heroes?"
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Chapter Sixteen

Demon of Three Tasks
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Age of Men 812

Sugriva harvested taro with the locals, working through the fields. Everyone was of the farmer caste in the middle of nowhere. Sugriva lied to them and said he was a farmer. No one believed him, especially after he killed a tiger. However, they would rather have a tiger-killing liar than dead farmers.

"Sugriva," a little girl cried out. "I made a talisman. It will let the Ashtadash see you. Do you like it?"

Insect dye smeared on woven reeds formed the charm. White paint, probably from local tree bark, was in the center. Hemp rope made it a necklace. He put it over his head, though the string was tight, and he shifted into a monkey to get it on. He shifted back. "Thank you, Upama. I'll always wear it." He rustled her hair.

The girl blushed, waving back and forth with her fingers interlocked. "I'm glad you like it. I'll make you another, just in case you lose that one."

Sugriva laughed. "You are a sweet and tender child, showing love to those who don't deserve it. I'm a dirty and ornery monkey, and you do not need to bother making another."

"You are not a dirty monkey," she howled. "You bathe in the river all the time."

Sugriva coughed from laughing so hard. "You are too precious. Go to your parents. I need to collect more roots."

The girl did as she was told. Sweet Upama was the only villager to regularly talk to Sugriva. Many of them never saw a janaav before, and he was useless as a farmer. Farming required a great deal of discipline and timing, while Sugriva had too much wanderlust and impatience, though Ishku’s teachings helped a bit. Even better, the boring routine kept the corruption in check.

A yelp in the jungle broke him from his thoughts. Sugriva picked up two sickles and sprinted to the cry of Upama. The fool girl was supposed to go to her parents.

Sugriva shifted into a monkey, climbed up a tree, and darted from branch to branch until he was above the girl. There was a shape, and, without thinking, Sugriva flung himself into the air. He slipped the knife from its sheathe and ran through the form, stabbing deep into meat which spewed black blood.

"Demon," Sugriva hissed and jumped back. He shoved Upama behind him, and said, "Run girl. Get back to the village." She obeyed and screamed the entire way.

The demon took form, a large man of fair skin with blood smeared across his mouth. He wore a loin cloth, and his torso was as thick as a tree. He held a bone club. "A monkey and a man. A janaav. Don't see many of you here."

"We are. So are demons. What do you want?" He noticed the smoke on his nails thickened.

"I Mobtachkta. Struck deal with villages, I did. Feed me like beast. I kill other beasts. Ignore me, monkey. I spare you and girl. Stay out of way. I not bleed on field. Torture people." He licked his lips, smearing the blood on his mouth, but not removing it.

"I can protect this village, but I don't want to fight you. There has to be something I could do so you’d move on."

Mobtachkta thought on this proposition, stroking his chin. Finally he said, "Three tasks. Give power. Power to hunt Jaya. You do tasks?"

"Why haven't you done it yourself?"

"Demon thrall. Loud. Disliked. No blend in."

"Name the tasks."

"Staff of Earth. Spirits guard. Get you directions. Second in Pindan. Salt in Tomb of Raya. Tell three you get back."

"What's the Staff of Earth and who cares about salt from an old tomb?"

"Staff change size." He scratched at his loin cloth and Sugriva held back nausea. "Salt give strength."

"And the third," he spat out. "What's the third item and what'll you do with it?"

"Fetch and see." He grinned, and as he drooled through his open mouth, it dribbled blood down to the ground.

"I agree." Once he had the items, he could kill Mobtachkta and no one would have to worry about the demon again.

***
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EARTH SPIRITS APPEARED at the temple because men sanctified the ground. There was a large structure, though it looked centuries old. A massive mound built by the spirits hid the sanctuary underneath. Spirits placed two large earth statues on top of the grass mound, though the monuments lacked the finesse of a man-made statue. They were simply rocks connected together through ball joints. The head floated, a perfect orb of onyx which stayed above the abdomen.

Spirits littered the surrounding area, resting on smaller mounds. Some had a body and four long, spindly legs, as if they were spiders. A few were simple pillars put together in the fashion of a body. A fin extruded from the ground, a reminder there were more earth spirits down below.

The spirits all glanced briefly at Sugriva, then went back to their poses. A few smaller ones approached and rubbed against his leg as if an affectionate pet. The dirt from the spirits got on his legs, under his fingernails, and stained his palms. Dead skin was ripped off, and some blood mixed with the dirt. Sugriva kept his manners and did not flinch.

Mirth filled Sugriva's breast, and he laughed. "The demon gave me an easy task. I'll be home by tomorrow for dinner at this rate."

Crude stairs of differing heights delved into the mound, leading down into the ancient chamber. The entrance provided the only light, and between that and the uneven ground, Sugriva nearly tripped a handful of times. When he reached the bottom there was a small stone rod held on a pedestal. It was no more than six inches long and two inches thick. A forgotten language adorned the pedestal.

He took the rod and twirled it. The rough stone felt good against his fingers, and though it felt a little heavy when he first lifted it, Sugriva became used to the weight. At least, that made more sense than the heft of the that weapon changed. It would do well to kill Mobtachkta.

Then the earth shook hard enough that Sugriva had to brace himself against the shifting. As the temple shifted and let more light in, Sugriva stared as four massive earth spirits lifted the corners of the temple.

Then dirt and earth dropped down to crush Sugriva. He shrunk down to a monkey, but that would not save him either.

"Stone, Mobtachkta says you can shift size. Now would be the time to do it."

The rod shot behind him until it braced against the earth, then propelled him up the stairs, growing longer than a staff. He snuck through the small opening, and the staff shrunk nearly instantly to the size of a baton. The four earth spirits in the temple burst through the depression left behind, and the sound of rocks grating roared through the jungle. Sugriva looked for the other spirits, but they all shrunk away.

"Not a great sign," Sugriva muttered.

The spirits were large statues, each standing on two oblong legs, attached to a joint in a round body. Two more limbs came out as arms, which were capped off with sledges and knives. Then there was a head, with eyes burrowed out. They had mouths filled with teeth. One had amethyst teeth, another gold, a third white crystals, and the final one with clear teeth.

Sugriva ran through the jungle, but the spirits were able to speed through with the aid of the earth, leaving a deep rut wherever they traveled. He shot himself up with the staff, the wind ripping through his hair as he launched over the canopy. He used the staff to ease himself down. Then he did it again in a different direction, landing near a small pond. He stayed in the trees, as predators were common near ponds. Below deer looked up from drinking.

The monkey laughed gently. "I lost them." Then the earth shook, and the deer bolted. They had to be tracking the staff, he rationalized. Or they could feel extraordinarily well through the earth. He heard some earth elementalists could perform such feats.

A hammer came down and thundered as it struck the earth. Sugriva jumped up on the arm and ran the length. The arm tossed Sugriva into the sky, toward the spirit's mouth.

"Hope this works." Then he extended the staff into the clear teeth waiting for him. It struck and crystal shattered. Sugriva dropped to the ground, and as soon as he landed, he placed one end of the staff in the ground and willed it to extend. It struck the spirit under the chin and the head popped off. The giant crashed into the ground. The body and head shattered into a beautiful display. The other three, after seeing the first fall, withdrew.
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A STONE PATH WAS CARVED into the mountain range which cradled southern Sankive. It led up, working back and forth on itself, until Sugriva was dizzyingly high. Where streams carved through the mountain, rickety wood bridges allowed passage. Even as a monkey, it was horrifying. He was not a good mountain climber. Rocks gave way. Vines broke. Every step he flirted with tragedy.

The locals, on the other hand, nearly ran past him. They swayed bridges, though not intentionally. They clanked down the wood planks, and the planks would rebound in an attempt to buck the monkey.

Toward the top, it was difficult to breathe. He heard of this, though never experienced it. He took deeper and deeper breaths, but it was as if there was no air for his lungs. "I hate this place. Ashtadash, wipe away the Miyam. Flood their stupid kingdom, and dash it from the rocks to the jungles." He laid on his back, finally at the top, and gasped. "Or at least these stupid villages."

He looked down and could see the Miyam Kingdom spread out before him, a group of rivers all feeding into a lake. Surrounding the lake was the capital, Pindam. Supposedly, that's where he would find the salt, but first he needed to look into a rumor.

An old man, his toothless gums smacking together, poked Sugriva with a stick. His skin was dark and worn, like old leather treated poorly. "You dead?" The words whistled through his disgusting mouth.

Sugriva swatted at the stick. "Knock it off, you sack of bones." He sat up, then slowly rocked to his feet.

"Not from 'round here?" There was laughter and a glint in his blue eyes. A water elementalist. He wondered how much of that power remained in the man. If a lot of it, then even as a toothless hermit he was dangerous or a renowned healer.

"Can you make water?" Sugriva meant for the words to come out stronger, but there wasn't much energy left. "My skin is dry, and I can't find a pond or stream anywhere."

"Pah," he waved at the monkey and turned around. "You saw the river when you walked up here. Everyone does." He hunched over as he walked. Sugriva looked at the man's bare feet, and it looked painful, yet he had thick callouses which protected him against the uneven white rocks. "You saw it in my eyes, I'd guess."

The two walked around the rocks and up man-made stone stairs. The mountains didn't reach any higher. Around a small pond there was a little village. The houses were made of wood and rock. Red and yellow dyed the small homes to give them vibrancy when there were so few colors naturally. Some had blue, or they shimmered with silver. It was beautiful. Strings with pennants hung between buildings. Kids played in the streets, and the elderly sat outside yapping at each other.

"Why Hiram, janaav?" The old man stopped in front of a small house and sat on the porch. He smacked his gums again, then put out a hand.

"They say the Ashtadash are here. Or at least one of them." He showed the old man his black fingers. "I need them to cure me."

He responded with wheezed laughter. "I don't think there's a cure for that, except death. You want them to kill you?"

"No." He sighed, closing his fist and remembering the man on the ox so many years ago. "Someone gave me a potion once. It helped with the voices."

"Voices?" The man's eyes went wide. "Then you're pretty gone, I'd say." He pointed with a knobby finger at a distant cliff. "Cure's there. Go fly, little monkey." More laughter wheezed out of old lungs.

Thoughts of Prisha and the Falls rushed back. Sugriva sighed, then dropped down to his knees. Sobs wracked his body, shoulders shaking. "You're right. I should. Thank you." Then the old man raised his staff and brought it down on Sugriva's skull.
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IT WAS DARK OUT WHEN Sugriva came to. Fires crackled, and people sang and played music. Sugriva attempted to prop himself up and collapsed. The strike from the old man remained as a crippling ache. Straw and feather made his bed and pillow. It invited him to lay there, to let himself drift away. Why wake up already? So he fell asleep until the next day.

The headache wasn't any better, but at least his body felt rested.

"It is time," the old man said, hovering over Sugriva. "Follow me."

With a deranged smile on his face, he made off. Outside there was a festival of some sort, but it didn't matter. The old man rushed Sugriva past it, then up the mountain, until they were at a peak overlooking the Sankive Jungle. With better eyes, Sugriva didn't doubt he would have seen Jaya in the distance with how high they were.

The night sky overhead was filled with pinpricks of light. Violet swirled to denote something more than stars graced the heavens, something more than they could comprehend. Some would say there were elementalists of the cosmos, shifting space and reality out in the black unknown. Sugriva didn't believe the stories, but they were beautiful to think on.

"Stand on the rock," the old man said. "Then copy my pose." The man contorted his body, arms wrapping around each other multiple times. His head tipped back, and he looked up into the star filled void.

Sugriva tried and fell. He tried again, and was able to stay upright. Then the old man struck his leg, and Sugriva toppled over. "That was lazy. You cannot be lazy when communing with the universe." The man went back to his position. "Do it again."

They continued until it was morning, with Sugriva failing repeatedly. When the stars faded, the old man said, "Sleep here. I'll be back tonight." Then he walked away. Sugriva grumbled as he hunted some of the local wildlife, stripped them of their pelts, and made a suitable bed.

This continued for several nights. Each night he felt his anger boil up, though the physical signs of corruption decreased.

Then, after weeks, he finally maintained the pose. He remained in the pose for hours, until the sun washed away the stars. The old man said, "Now you are ready."

Without another word, he went up to Sugriva and created a water bubble. The bubble absorbed Sugriva, and the monkey struggled to breathe. The corruption leached out of him into the bubble as black ooze. Overcome by spasms, his mouth opened and water rushed in. It didn't hurt, and every time he exhaled, more darkness flowed out of him. The black water leaked out of the bottom of the sphere and splashed across the ground as puss. The ooze pulsed, slowly crawling away before it turned to black ash and was swept away by winds.

The sun set, and the moon came out. The water turned silver, then it crashed to the ground, leaving Sugriva huddled in a ball, wet and coughing up fluid. He shook himself out and looked around, but no one was there. He went to the village and the people gawked at him.

"Who are you?" one asked.

"I'm Sugriva. I was here with an old man."

They laughed from some joke he didn't know. "I see. Come. Dance."
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A WEEK LATER HE REACHED Pindam with a group of peddlers. He left the group and changed, so he could shamble down the main road. Sack cloth wrapped around him as he begged. They would assume leprosy or some other wasting disease. It did him well, as he settled into a ditch, leaning on the staff which was two feet long. Across the road was a massive and beautiful lake, a sapphire glistening under the sun. Countless boats sailed across it, displaying banners of different colors and designs to show all the tribes which made up the Miyam Kingdom. Tribes were good, though. Illness could be brought back to their homes, and so the sick became all the more feared.

The Tomb of Raya was in the Pindam palace courtyard. While the palace was a good three stories tall, the tower marking the tomb was twice that, with a brazier at the pinnacle. Guards walked the grounds, and raptors flew overhead. Sugriva could only assume they were trained in spotting the calculated motions of a janaav, compared to the instinctive motions of a common monkey. Some birds would also be trained in sniffing out janaav.

Sugriva crossed the street and went near the lake. There, he covered himself in mud and took grass shavings and rolled around in them. Then he went near the palace and laid in the grass until night.

He inched his way toward the palace wall. With a thought, the staff launched him up and over the wall. He plopped into the courtyard. The fall was harder than he expected, with an audible thump, but the guard didn't notice. A kite must have heard the sound, though, as one broke formation and dropped into the courtyard. It swooped across four times and even landed. The kite's head cocked from one side to the other, waiting for motion. Sugriva barely breathed, using his meditation techniques to remain still. Then the kite's wings unfurled, and it launched itself back into the sky.

Four guards watched the tomb. There was a split moment where each guard arrived at their corner and had to turn. Right before the turn would be the moment. Sugriva worked his way through the dark grass until he was in front of the tomb, only to find large bronze doors.

The monkey cursed under his breath. The tomb had an overhang, so at least he could hide from the birds. However, there was no easy way for him to hide in front of the door. He could work off superstition. Force the doors open quickly and dash inside with the hope the guards wouldn't follow. Miyam held strong beliefs on burial grounds, and hopefully that applied in the capital. In a few days, Sugriva would burst out of the tomb and leave before the guards could respond.

It was wishful thinking.

Several lanterns around the tomb gave Sugriva a different idea. As the guards looked away from the lanterns, the earth staff shot out. The lantern tumbled to the ground and grass blazed. The four guards rushed to the fire and tried to put it out. One of them ran off, shouting for help. No doubt, there would be a water elementalist to help in such cases. He couldn't take on that much power.

Footsteps thumped in the distance, but Sugriva had enough time to open the bronze doors and shut them behind him. With the moon and stars shut out, he was enveloped by utter darkness.

"I'd rather fight earth spirits again than deal with this." He fumbled around with his staff, until he found a bowl with kindling. He lit it and could see down the corridors. They were dank and narrow, with much of the stone walls falling in. Soil burst through as if trying to choke off the pathway. Obviously no one visited in many years, and no one cared to upkeep the insides.

He lit several other braziers to reveal the path. A few snakes hissed at the intruder, and Sugriva struck them dead.

A casket rested in the center of the main chamber. Clay jars lined the walls, all clumsily made, or at least clumsy by modern standards. They were misshapen, lacked symmetry, and there was no beauty. There was paint on them, though time wore most of it off, and what was left was rudimentary at best as far as artistic ability.

An assortment of stuff was held by the jars, though only the salt mattered. Sugriva went through the countless jars until he found what he wanted. He put it in a small pouch and tied it around his wrist.

There was a lot of yelling outside the tomb. It could have been the fire getting out of hand, but the door didn't seem hot, and for it to get out of control all the grass around the tomb would have to be ablaze. It was obvious to them there was an intruder, and this would make escape difficult.

He cracked open the door and looked outside. Guards ran around the yard, with birds watching from the sky. Orders were shouted, though there was little structure to the search. He couldn't understand why no one at least watched the tomb. Perhaps the taboo was so rigid it was incomprehensible that someone would even enter in the first place. Sugriva suddenly felt dirty for violating the dead.

Then again, he was capturing artifacts for a demon. He sneaked out the door. Guards shouted when they saw him, but Sugriva knew his next move. He launched himself in the air using the staff, landed harshly on the other side of the wall, then braced the staff against the wall to launch himself far out into the jungle.
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THE SCENT OF SMOKE—OF burning wood and flesh—told Sugriva he was duped by Mobtachkta. Sickening sweet flesh-laced smoke made the monkey want to vomit. "To the river of shadows with me." Tears streaked down his cheeks. He knew Upama was dead. Hopefully she was killed and burned.

The staff vaulted Sugriva high above the burned town. He dropped down and the staff eased his landing. Soot clung to the bottoms of his foot and billowed up when he struck the earth. It matted his fur and clung to his wet cheeks. "Mobtachkta," he yelled, "where are you?"

"Monkey survived? Earth no kill?" The voice was a whisper, so subtle that for a moment, Sugriva thought it was in his head.

"No. Popped off one's head and it shattered." The soot swirled, taken up by shadows conjured by Sugriva. A portion of control was surrendered to chaos, and he could feel the vile power bloom.

"Miyam no see you?" The whisper circled around, and it was impossible for Sugriva to find the source.

"An old man taught me control, and the guards of the tomb were no match for my cleverness."

"Ravasha give bad plan," Mobtachkta said. "I demon lord if you dead. Said mind gone if village gone." The voice hung in the air. Then, as if a curious child, he said, "Mind lost yet?"

The staff shot out, and the demon grunted. The staff pushed hundreds of feet out, and Mobtachkta smacked against a stone. The staff came back and Sugriva dashed through the jungle.

Pikes of shadow thrust out from the foliage, and Sugriva dodged around them as water moved around the sword. With a somersault, he brought the staff down blindly, but the strike coaxed a yelp. Strike after strike hit, and shadows enveloped Sugriva and Mobtachkta, but Sugriva could see through it as if midday.

Mobtachkta's body transformed to its massive size, though he bled profusely. Bones broke and muscles ruptured. Pitch blood soaked up into the trees and bushes, killing them. Sugriva perched on Mobtachkta's distended stomach and asked, "What happened to the girl?"

The demon grinned through a cough. Blood dribbled down his cheek. "Yum yum."

"You weren't sent to kill me. You were sent to give me focus. Ravasha used you." The staff extended and retracted over and over again into the demon's face, well past shattering the skull and killing the beast.

Then the darkness swirled into Sugriva, filling him until it was day again. His eyes and nails went black, and smoke and blood were exhaled.
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Chapter Seventeen

The Warriors of the Empire
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Age of Finality

"It's beginning," Dameneh said. "Their scouts are coming back with information on the warriors."

“Will they attack?”

"No. They come in peace. Prince Anka will summon us soon. I predicted it, and that will scare him. It should scare him."

"Why, if they come in peace?"

"Prince Anka doesn't know peace or cooperation. He knows war. He loves slaughtering his enemies."

They heard footsteps approaching. "Our harbinger of freedom approaches."

***
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THE COURT STARED AT Dameneh and Sugriva. Children whispered until parents nudged them to shut up. Even Prince Anka fidgeted on his throne. General Humbari scowled, and from time to time he huffed. It pleased Sugriva immensely.

"I bring this court to session," Prince Anka said. "There are men from the Empire off to the east. They encroach on Bahimatt. Every group—except the desert rats—veered to miss the city, but these warriors head straight for us. Our spies tell us the banner is of the Dian family, a powerful warlord in the Empire. While the Empire cast him out, it is possible this is a ruse."

Prince Anka sighed and rubbed his forehead. "It's impossible to deny Dameneh foresaw this incursion and said we would need Sugriva for it. The Ashtadash guide him, even though he turns his back on them for another spirit. So we will listen to him going forward."

Dameneh said, "Thank you. The One looks over us. The Ashtadash are spirits created by His hand, given no more wisdom than old age awards. My wisdom is found in fear of the One. He shows me the light when darkness surrounds us."

Humbari roared, "He mocks us. He thinks his God protects him? Strike the boy down on the spot and clean him off with a wash cloth. He is nothing."

Prince Anka raised a hand and the general huffed again, but at least he was silent. "I ask that you and Sugriva meet them in the field. If I have someone brave enough, I would ask they go along as a witness."

Divyan stepped forward. "I will watch them."

Prince Anka asked, "Are you sure?"

Divyan nodded. Whispers ripped through the chambers. "He saved all of us. Without him, we would all be enslaved or eaten. As for the boy—" Divyan shrugged.
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DAMENEH SPENT MOST of the day talking about the One. Sugriva was fairly sure by nightfall they had heard every story there was in the history of the religion. They set up camp at dusk, and Dameneh informed them how important it was they believed. He said it was a great blessing that Sugriva converted. Divyan remained stoic in the face of a heretic.

After the camp was set up, Divyan said, "I'll scout ahead." Divyan went up in his hawk form.

Dameneh said, "You did something to him. But he doesn't seem angry, or you would be dead."

"No." Sugriva collected kindle and started the fire. "I gave his daughter the confidence to disobey him. I think in another life, when we were of the right caste, the idea of me marrying her would excite him."

"Is she still alive?"

Sugriva nodded, staying by the fire as the plains cooled in the night. "She flew off. Her husband died bravely. She rewed shortly after."

"Do you still talk to her?"

Sugriva howled, his eyes crescents from mirth. "Divyan would kill me. That and she strings me along pretty well. I'm outcaste already, so what's it matter?"

"There are strict rules on being outcaste, but here you are. I heard the story of you leaving, but never of you returning."

"That story is a ways off. But I was not accepted back. I forced my way back."

"Your people are harsh." Dameneh poked the fire, his voice somber.

"All people are harsh. Gentle people are rare."

"True. My people nearly turned on me more than once, fickle and faithless. I’d go away to see the One. He tells me what to do. By the time I return, they curse the One, profaning His name with idols and indecent acts. The world is harsh, but one day He will remake it."

Divyan swooped down and landed in the grass. "We should reach them tomorrow," he said.

Sugriva asked, "Do you want to watch over us? We could visit them alone with you acting as a scout to go back if something happens."

"We face this together." Divyan put a hand on Sugriva's shoulder. "They seem more refugees than army, though they are well-armed. It seems Bahimatt is a place for the broken. A humble purpose for a city lifted up as powerful and amazing."

Dameneh pulled out food and warmed it over the fire. "I don't know much about the city. My people aren't meant to stay long, just long enough. We haven't reached our promised land."

Sugriva said, "But Bahimatt is the promised land. It's a place of wonder and knowledge."

"When we leave, you decide. Stay in the city or come with us. You can follow the One either way, but it is much easier when surrounded by believers."

During dinner, Dameneh told his story of arriving in Bahimatt. Divyan taught Dameneh about their faith, which the boy was very interested in. Then Dameneh went to sleep.

Sugriva poked at the fire idly, watching the sparks as they exploded.

Divyan asked, "Why come back?"

"Prisha."

"Makes more sense than what Humbari thinks. He thinks you wanted your dharma back." Another moment of silence. "But why? Prisha betrays you every time. She treats you like dung."

"I love her. I will always love her. We were destined, just not in this life."

"If you are destined for Prisha, Sugriva, you are destined to suffer. Prisha is not a good woman. You deserve better. At the very least, you deserve the sanity you lost for coming back."

"Did I ever tell you about meeting the Ashtadash?"

"No. I heard rumors and saw glimpses of your power when we defended Jaya. Tell me about it."
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Chapter Eighteen

The False God

[image: image]


Age of Men 813

Sugriva stopped a little girl who walked by him in the tribe's village center. "I am looking for the spirit Pankatav. Have you heard of her?" The girl's eyes went wide and she hurried into a nearby home.

"Not a great sign," he muttered.

The tribe straddled the Sankive Jungle and savanna, a trade hub between the two worlds. He admired three massive tusks, each with the history of the tribe carved into them. The third neared completion, and then another hunt would take place.

Sugriva accosted several other tribesmen for information between admiring the ivory craftsmanship, but they all hurried on. Then he saw an old man with black skin, darker than the others in the village. He stayed off to the side, with long matted hair and a haphazard beard. He sat on a box, staff in one hand and the other hand outstretched for scraps.

Sugriva sat by the old man. "I can get you food. Can you get me information?"

"You aren't from here." His voice was slow and weak.

"I'm not the only one. Your skin, it's different. Why are you here?"

"That is a very long story that includes a lot of poor choices and a little bit of slavery. But I am free now, and begging is better than working under a whip."

"Fair enough. Want to earn some food?"

"You have my interest." He smacked his lips in anticipation of the meal.

"I'll come back with some food—enough to last you a few days. Then you tell me where to find Pankatav. I hear she lives around here."

He laughed more boisterously than Sugriva assumed the fragile beggar could. "Pankatav is a rat. She is self-serving, but the people here cannot see it, and I cannot shut her up. But if you want to find her, go southeast of here about a day. There will be a tall hill with a small shack on top. It will overlook Lake Dyashka. You can find her there."

"Thank you. I will be back shortly."

"You won't feed me, boy. Pankatav will kill you and use your bones as utensils."

Sugriva left the old man, the words rattling around in the monkey's head. Mulling over the warning, he grabbed what food he could through barter, work, and deceit, then gave it to the old man. The beggar wept with joy.

Then he grabbed Sugriva's arm and said, "I beg you not to go. Young men are Pankatav’s play things. She consumes their souls. She isn't a divine spirit."

The monkey ignored the beggar and took off, stopping briefly in the middle of the night to rest.

The following day he found Lake Dyashka. Lions stalked gazelle in the tall grass. Elephants lazily ate and drank. A hippopotamus, a creature Sugriva had only heard of, tossed a wildebeest to remove it from its mud. Sugriva felt sick as jackals snapped at the dead creature once it bounced on grass. Such a powerful creature, the hippopotamus, yet it did not eat what it killed.

To the west, there was a small shack with skins hung out. A beautiful woman sat on the porch stitching together leather to make clothes and pouches. She had a line of them already finished, with a line of skins and thread waiting to make more. The work did not stop, even when she saw Sugriva in the distance.

"Hello. Are you the Ashtadash Pankatav?"

"Who asks?" She flipped her hair, turning her back on him. Then she looked over her shoulder and grinned. His heart tingled, and he composed himself. She had sapphire eyes, and streaks of blue and purple lightly touched black, curly hair. If she wasn't a spirit, she was at least a water elementalist.

"Sugriva. I'm a monkey janaav. Heal my corruption, please."

She went back to sewing. "Drowning is the quickest way."

"I get told that a lot." He sighed. "I want to be cured. There are things I still need to do."

"It might still kill you. Death is quicker. Cleaner." She looked up. "You want to suffer immense pain to be cured?" She licked her lips, and the look of an uninterested woman turned to that of a predator.

"Please." He knelt, hands on his knees and eyes cast to the ground. "I beg you to cure me, or teach me how I can be cured."

"Wash yourself in Lake Dyashka once a day for seven days. You can stay in my hut at night. Go."

He went into the water. It was cool, even under the hot sun. He washed himself thoroughly, then just enjoyed the coolness of the water in the oppressive weather. He often went into the rivers of Sankive to refresh his spirits, and it was a reminder of times before the corruption. The sun neared the horizon when he got out. A howl rang out nearby. Wolves charged out of the bushes, and Sugriva was too far from his staff to retrieve it.

Sugriva danced between the pack until he reached the staff. Then he struck the wolves in quick succession until they were dead, bodies battered and skulls cracked.

He went into the shack where the woman cooked. She looked up with wide eyes and furrowed brow. "You survived the first day of bathing. Few do."

"Does it get harder?"

She shrugged, going back to the cooking. She willed water to exist, and it cascaded down an invisible waterfall into the cauldron. "I know this lake has healed others, long before I arrived. But it is known to deal with corruption more immediately."

That night after dinner Pankatav said, "Lay with me."

It was the first time Sugriva noticed the delight of her slight body. The contrast of dark skin and blue eyes was attractive. "I'm in love with a woman already."

The following day he went back out and bathed early in the morning. He was going to leave the lake before sunset to avoid the attack, but hippos were so fast. Their bulk swam through the waters, large jaws and blunt teeth snapping at Sugriva for invading their territory.

Learning from the other day, the staff was on him. He willed it to shoot him up, as the monstrous animals neared him. But the ground was soft and gave way. Just as they snapped at him, he dodged underwater, then the staff hit ground and catapulted him through the air. The hippos lost interest.

Water spirits and elementalists were known for healing and toning the body to perfection, and Pankatav displayed these talents as she laid naked in the sun when Sugriva returned. "Lay with me."

"No," he muttered, before he escaped to a nearby cliff to meditate and clear his mind.

The following day, while he was bathing, he felt a tug on his staff, and he struggled to hold on. Teeth clamped down on his ankle, and Sugriva cried out. "Crocodiles," he bellowed. The staff extended, puncturing one crock straight through. Then he thrust it repeatedly into the skull of the one biting him, until it let go. He launched himself out of the lake to see three more waiting for him in water colored by his blood.

He limped to the shack. Pankatav said, "Let me look at your wound." She was wearing a loose top, just thin enough to show Sugriva what was under it. The way the clothes pretended to give her modesty made it more alluring than complete nudity. Sugriva's heart thumped in his ears.

Water wrapped around his ankle and soothed the pain. Within an hour, the wound was nearly gone and the pain dissipated. "For my services, lay with me."

Viewing the woman for an hour while she tended him was nearly too much. Desire ached throughout his body as muscles tensed. Prisha made clear that she would never be with him, no matter how much she led him on. Why wait for someone who wasn't waiting for him?

"I’m still in love with another," he forced out. Sugriva knew he wouldn’t hold out the next night.

The following day, men painted red and white stormed the lake. They shook spears and wore headdresses and loin clothes. The mass screamed for blood in a reckless charge. They held Pankatav hostage. "Come out and we let woman go. Only eat you."

"Cannibals. Where did your tribe come from? Her flesh is definitely better tasting than mine. You can even get some play out of her before cooking her."

The cannibal looked confused. "You would throw her to us?"

"If she wanted, you would all be choking on water already. Go ahead. Bite her."

Pankatav glared as a cannibal sunk his teeth into her. Flesh turned to water, and her entire body splashed into his mouth. He grabbed for his throat and dropped to the ground. Then water burst out of his chest and Pankatav reformed. She said, "I can kill them. They can bite me, and I won't die. That doesn't mean I like it." She pursed her lips, but called on Lake Dyashka to surge into their lungs and drown them all.

“I only do this because of their insolence to bite me.”

Sugriva laughed when he got back to the hut, patting her shoulder. "Thank you."

"It was supposed to be your battle. The lake will not be happy." She stood in front of him in only a loin cloth. If the lake wasn't happy, it had a strange way of showing it.

Her look softened. "Lay with me for what I've done for you."
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SUGRIVA ITCHED AND smelled like rotting fish in the morning. He left the shack immediately, before Pankatav woke. She smiled in her sleep, a sated predator. As he approached the lake, he felt like it would try to more earnestly kill him for how he defiled the lake's woman.

A fish so large that it left a shadow swam under Sugriva, then rose up to eat him. Sugriva burst through its guts with his staff and filleted the beast. In the distance, Sugriva heard Pankatav scream, as if he ripped through her belly instead. The fillets smelled like his crotch, so he threw it away and fasted for the day.

He slept outside to avoid Pankatav. The very sight of her made him sick. He realized she controlled the fish and likely knew the cannibals.

The sixth morning, Pankatav approached Sugriva. She said, "I have a child, and it is yours. I will birth it when the sun sets and you will have a son. I will keep him, and you will leave here cured in two days. Agree?"

"I’ll finish my two more days, then we will discuss my son." He refused to look at her, the itch reminding him of his infidelity to Prisha. The war between staying faithful to Prisha and knowing the hawk didn't love him back tore at his insides until his neck and jaw were sore and stiff.

He went into the water, but the water was thick and slithered around him. He looked off to Pankatav and understood. "You will kill me. You have your son, and now I die."

The underbrush moved and men came out from it: the cannibals from the other day. She spread her arms. "Men come here for whatever reason. I seduce them. These are all my children, each one quite capable of using water magic. Each one starved for man-meat."

"The crazy homeless guy was right," he muttered. "Are you even an Ashtadash?"

"What is an Ashtadash?" she scoffed, disgust apparent on her twisted face. "I haven't seen an Ashtadash in my centuries wandering Ji-Wei. I don't believe in them. I believe in me. I believe in my children. You will live on through my most unique child: a janaav water elementalist."

He thrust the staff down into the ground and propelled himself out of the lake and into the air. Water wrapped up his staff, trying to knock him off balance. The staff retracted, and as it lost contact with the lake, the water fell away. A brief and violent shower bombarded below. Sugriva fended off tendrils which formed in the deluge.

Pankatav smiled, until Sugriva aimed his staff at her. The stone shot out and lodged down her throat, tearing her in two. She split and seeped into the ground. The men chattered, giving off clicks and howls. Sugriva landed and was lanced by a water spear through his leg, the pain searing his muscle. In return, the stone staff shot out and pierced three men. He swung and cracked one man's skull. A coil of water, like a sapphire serpent, lunged at him. With a thrust, the staff sent him flying through the air and away from the attack. He saw the lake was half empty.

An adjustment with his staff sent him flying over the lake, though it barely cleared him over an orb of water. He splashed far away and launched himself to the opposite shore. When he landed, the pain in his lacerated leg made him wince. The men floated across the lake, water frothing as it propelled them, and the monkey grunted at them.

He braced one end of his staff into a small mound, and the other he used to pick off the cannibals as they raced across. One after the other fell, until a half dozen made landfall. Three more died before they reached him. The fight was quick and brutal, as Sugriva knew he had very little energy to spare, especially with Pankatav still alive.

The sandy mound grated against his back and shredded his clothes. The sun blazed down, baking him. "I didn't want to die like this," he shouted. Pankatav had to be around, listening. When she appeared, he would make her pay.

In the distance, across the lake, he heard the cry of a baby. Barely a day, and she already pushed the kid out. Pankatav came out of the house, but she didn't look like the alluring woman Sugriva recalled. She was the water, a fountain floating in the distance, splashing over the sands. Sugriva cursed. He didn't know exactly how strong she was, but if she could spill into the cracks of the earth to escape him, she could likely take control of the lake.

"I just want my son," Sugriva said.

The lake laughed with splashing, as if the fish all jumped in mirthful unison. Then it spoke, as she sunk below the surface. "You will not live to see the moon tonight. You slaughtered all my children, but if all I get is your seed, their sacrifice was worth it."

"Did I have a son?"

"I only give birth to boys. I control my children as I do this lake."

The water swelled, reaching toward him. He realized soon the water didn’t just swell, but it formed a wall to crash down on him. He supposed he was going to get that final cure everyone told him about. "Can you make it quick?"

"No. I will drown you for days, until I'm bored of watching the life leave your eyes. Until I bore of you begging me to end your miserable existence."

The water lifted him up and filled his lungs. The world went purple as he struggled for breath. Then it was dark. Shortly after, the world came back into view as water was violently expelled from his lungs, water pushing on his chest to force him to breathe, the force cracking ribs.

After the first hour, time blurred, and Sugriva lost any control of his body. The water washed away the fear of death. After several lost days, Pankatav tired of killing Sugriva. She placed him on an island in the middle of Lake Dyashka and had hippos circle it. Shortly after the sun came up the next day, Sugriva regained his wits, though his body was weak from the abuse. The hippos snoozed, though one kept an eye on the captive.

"I can't barter with you, can I?" The hippo looked unimpressed. Then Sugriva shifted into a monkey.

The hippo thrashed in the water and whined, alerting the others. They came to the island, searching it, though Sugriva was right there in his monkey form.

Sugriva slipped into the water and swam for the closest shore, not too far from the shack. He hid in the bushes as his monkey self. Pankatav came out shortly after, wailing, "What are you doing? You fools! You brutes! How did he get off the island?" Sugriva assumed they could not answer her, as she went looking for him. She put a foot in the water first, likely checking if he died or was still swimming.

With the woman's eyes closed, and Sugriva nowhere near water, he slunk around the back of the shack and entered. He took the boy and his staff. The child cried, and Pankatav heard it. "You will not escape," she screamed. However, monkey had no need to defeat the woman. He left with haste, off to the tribe.

That night, Sugriva left the boy at the doorstep of a large house with a letter. "My father was a warrior. My mother was a water spirit. Please raise me as your own. My mother is dead, and my father couldn't."
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Chapter Nineteen

Three Men and a Campfire
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Age of Finality

Divyan's eyes were wide. For a long time after Sugriva finished the story, the only response was the crackle of the fire. Then Divyan said, "You had a son?"

"Have, I hope. He's either in Bahimatt or dead. The demons did a good job subjugating the jungle, and a water janaav would be a threat when he got older."

"We can look for him when we return to the city." Resolve hardened Divyan's features.

"I abandoned him twice. He is with better caretakers than me." He thought of his son, the features of the boy as he grew up to a toddler, and it made Sugriva cry. He calmed himself and threw the thoughts aside, doing his best to harden his heart.

Tears dripped down Divyan's cheeks. "You fool. I would give anything to be with Amu again."

"Amu wasn't conceived with a witch who cursed your groin with fire."

"Do you know what happened to Pankatav?"

"Yes."

Divyan continued, when it was apparent Sugriva didn't feel like elaborating. "She was a great evil. It was your duty to kill her." The hawk man scowled.

"I was already outcaste. I had no duty."

A long silence was broken by Dameneh's snoring. Both men chuckled.

Divyan asked, "How many fake Ashtadash did you meet?"

"Dozens. Every spirit who was a king in some tiny village claimed to be one. Why not? If they're old enough they have the power of gods coursing through their veins. They can bring fertility or draught. Earthquakes that swallow hundreds. Most were kind. I probably killed a dozen and a half."

"What about when you found the Ashtadash?"
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Chapter Twenty

Fire Snatches the Monkey's Tail
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After wandering for three years, Sugriva could barely see straight from the strain of travel. Smoke turned black in his veins and blurred his vision. He shambled into the wealthy city-state of Kanpir, a blasphemous people for shirking dharma, though far enough away from Jaya that the self-righteous empire wouldn't attack.

The buildings were hewn stone. Coins jingled in nearly every pocket. A few boys and girls scattered across the dirt street, hands out pleading for kindness, a heavy contrast to the otherwise wealthy city.

The weight of darkness was heavy on Sugriva's shoulders, and it was exhausting even to stand. The street would make a fine grave, so he laid down. Rats sniffed at him, hungry for fresh meat, but they fled from the corruptions.

Then there was a tap on Sugriva's shoulder.

A little girl, no older than eight, tapped his shoulder again. "You dead, sir? Don't look good. Might not make it the night if you don't keep going."

Sugriva squinted at her. "Go away. If I don't die, I'll turn into a demon and eat your kidneys."

"Adults always use demons to scare kids," she clucked and shook her head. "You aren't from here. Walked here to die? Doubt it." She found a stick and started poking up Sugriva's nose.

He swatted at the stick. "Thrice cursed urchin. Knock it off." The girl only laughed and kept poking him. "Fine, child. Fine. I'm here to see the Ashtadash. But I can’t walk anymore. Now get."

"No, sir, how 'bout instead you get me food?"

She is food, the voice nudged. No one will miss such a scrawny thing. And she might not be filling, but she is a meal.

Sugriva sat up and glared at the kid. "You want me to what?"

"Get me food, sir. Please?" Her eyes were wide, the wide that says she lies to a hundred people a day.

"No." He laid back down in the refuse.

"Please?"

Sugriva stood up and growled, "If it'll shut you up."

The girl's eyes lit up, and Sugriva did his best to stifle a smile.

The market had plenty of food, much of which would go to waste. He scampered around, knowing that the girl wouldn't be picky. Shifting into a monkey, he picked up a few pieces of fruit, some root vegetables, and a scrap of hard bread, then went back to the gutter.

"Knew I pegged someone good." She devoured the food and curled up with Sugriva. The small, warm body soothed him to sleep.

***
[image: image]


THE FOLLOWING MORNING, when Sugriva woke to the summer heat, the girl was gone. "Urchin," he muttered, chest aching. He sat up and looked down the alley.

The sounds of the city surrounded him. People walking, kids playing, and boisterous salesmen shouting. It was home. He grinned, even if he was stuck in a gutter. At least it was civilization.

He found a place with relatively few beggars and sat down lotus style. He put his head down and hands up. "Alms for the poor. Insight for the spiritually blind. I look for food, money, and direction to the Ashtadash."

This he did all day, and he received some food, some money, and some fruitless information. He stored away the food and used the money to buy a little more in case the girl came back. He hoped the girl would return.

That evening, with the sun low and the lanterns lit by fire spirits, the girl appeared.

"You didn't ditch,” she said. “Thought you would." She sat next to him and patted her lap. "Got any food?"

Can we eat her today? But the voice lacked strength.

Sugriva displayed bread and rice to the girl. "Plenty today. Begging went well, though my search for the Ashtadash was useless."

Food fell from her mouth as she talked. "How much you have?"

The monkey was put off a bit. "What do you mean?"

She snapped her fingers, and a dozen orphans came around the corner into the alley. "See, told my friends bout you. Here they are." She went through their names, while Sugriva scowled.

We could eat them all.

"Can you feed us?"

"I'll be back." He continued to scowl, but helping the orphans would be his last act of charity before moving on.

Vendors closed up their stalls. Half the food was discounted, and the other half was free. The children feasted until most of them were full.

The girl snuggled into Sugriva. "You've nothing, but give us all. Why?"

He wrapped his arm around her and closed his eyes. The healing of her youth and innocence soothed the darkness coursing through him. "Corruption eats away at me, and I'll die soon. Why not help before I die?"
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BLACK SMOKE WITH CRIMSON lightning snaked out from Sugriva and wrapped around the children. They're fresh. No one will miss orphans. The tendrils went up into the sky and blackened out the dawn sun. The girl was not there.

Sugriva's thighs fought against him, burning as he stood. Shoulders ached and stiffened. One boy looked up and saw Sugriva. His face contorted, mortified. "What are you?"

Perhaps the black wasn't a hallucination. His veins, smoky exhales, and pitch nails likely gave him away, too. Sugriva sprinted off, shifting into a monkey. People gasped wherever he went, and spirits and guards came after him, shouting.

It is done. You are finished. He could hear the grin, but he knew the voice was right. Within moments he would be a demon.

Winds controlled by elementalists ripped at his fur, though he didn't feel the pain as hair was ripped out in clumps. Under the bald spots, his skin looked like charcoal.

He got lost in a crowd in one of the city centers and made his way between legs, unnoticed by the distracted crowd. When the legs of the crowd broke, and he could see, there was a beautiful woman. She had red skin, like a ruby at night. Her hair was white and blue, the colors moving through the long tresses which reached for the sky like a flame. A man came up to her covered in boils.

Her finger neared his flesh and a spark jumped from her finger tip to the man. A burn appeared where the spark touched, and the man spasmed as the boils began to recede. Heat made him perspire, and his flesh turned red. By the time the final boil was removed, the man was limp.

The woman wept. "I am sorry. He was beyond my healing."

Guards took the family away as they mourned, and the body turned to ash as the heat ate him from the inside.

Another person was brought to her, his leg swollen from a snake bite. She touched the leg with the spark. His body reacted the same as the man before, but when the purple swelling went down, his skin turned white. Trembling, he got to his legs, bowed, and walked away. This continued for several more people.

Kill her, he heard in his head. Gut her, cut her open and run.

“You don’t want to eat this one?” Sugriva quipped.

The voice repeated, Kill her, over and over, taking control of the monkey. Sugriva grasped his head, swaying back and forth toward the woman, as his mind tried bursting through his skull. He would turn in a few moments.

He howled, dropping at her feet. "Release it. Release me. Burn me away, please." He looked up at her, black sludge weeping down from his dark eyes.

Fingers gently touched under his chin, making him look up. His heart nearly burst when his eyes met the woman's. She didn't flinch at his horrific visage. Then a bowl of water was brought to her, and she placed it on Sugriva's lips, tipping it down his throat. He swallowed through instinct, though the voice cried out, Don't drink it. Kill her.

A weight was released from Sugriva when he drank, and the voice became distant, though still there and nagging for blood.

"How?" Sugriva reached up to her, and she took his hand, pulling him to his feet.

"I am an Ashtadash.”
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"WHAT IS YOUR NAME?" He could feel his skin smoldering, but at least he didn't feel the voice.

"Ishva, daughter of fire." She did not break stride, and it seemed she hastened with every step. The people grumbled when they saw the pair. "I am an Ashtadash, one of the few. There are more, though not here."

"I've met a few, I think. One on an ox, and another an old ascetic in the mountains. Can't you make more?"

"If all your generals were killed, would you pull more leaders from your farmers?"

"I understand."

It took all day, and into the night, before they reached ruins. Ishva used the fire of her body and hair to light the way. The fire gave off some heat, as Sugriva could feel it, but it did not ignite foliage, which Sugriva was grateful for.

"This is Ramaswam, an ancient city where spirits used to live freely, and the Ashtadash ruled with wisdom. Sure there were kings, and the Ashtadash didn't truly rule beyond the boundaries of Ramaswam, but they were consulted constantly, travelingtravelling to kingdoms to guide through times of difficulty. We only refused to get involved in wars between two righteous kingdoms, as we are not mercenaries."

The splendor and prestige of the city was lost centuries ago. Roofs appeared as mounds, showing dirt buried the buildings long ago. They were the only hint as to how large the city once was. In the center there was a large temple which reached out of the earth as best it could. There were signs of digging, showing that the temple was routinely cleared. The temple was off to the east of a courtyard. Spires reached to the sky from the four corners and the center of the temple, the tops looking like buds of stone. A walkway went off to the south into a building the earth swallowed.

A cauldron sat between the temple and a stone-lined pond to the west. Green moss tinged the color of the stone. Broken pillars surrounded the courtyard and pond, some of them still showing the carvings of different spirits.

A pressure set on Sugriva's chest and the voice increased. Flee. This is a bad place. We can thrive out in the jungle. Do not go here.

The desperation was a good sign.

"When do you heal me?" he asked.

"When you are ready. There is a lot we need to do, but we can at least keep the corruption from spreading."

"What is the healing? I need it now."

"I heal through fire. If you aren't immune you’ll burn to a crisp. If I wanted you dead, I would have cooked you in Kanpir as an example to any who deal with demons."

Any other words seemed dangerous, so Sugriva kept to himself.

They walked up the temple steps, and inside there were countless beautiful carvings. The paintings were kept fresh, so either Ishva or her companions were proficient in the arts. He supposed they did have centuries to perfect those skills. Several shrines revealed different spirits, each one with small trinkets as homage. Then they reached a shrine that had nothing on it but a painting.

Ishva.

There were two others which had no tribute, and Sugriva assumed those would be the other two Ashtadash: water and earth. Water was fortuitous, since it meant they had an actual healer. Sugriva never saw healing by fire before, and from what he saw in the city square, he assumed it was painful.

A clay statue in the shape of a woman gazed down another hallway. Clay was unusual for large sculptures, especially those that were the size of people. It was also very smooth. Her form was naked, though she lacked details. Her eyes were two sapphire orbs boring into Sugriva. Strange to put the jewel in before finishing the sculpture. Then he went up to her and touched her. She jumped, and Sugriva shifted into a monkey and fled into a nearby room.

The woman's voice was thick and deep. "It's inappropriate to touch people when they don't give you permission," she shouted. "Why is a janaav—Ishva, why is there a janaav here? By Paanee." She sighed, then went into the room where Sugriva fled.

"Are you coming out? If I have to come get you, I will make you pay for it two fold. Touching my divine form and obstructing my morning?" She tittered.

Sugriva shifted into a man, and the earth woman gasped. "Oh, that is not a good look." She shouted again, "Ishva, are we killing this one?" Her left hand shifted into a giant mallet.

Ishva darted into the room. "No killing, sister. This is Sugriva. If we can't heal him, the fire will deal with him."

The sapphires grew wider. "Exciting. It's been a while." She grinned like a child, and her left arm shifted back into a hand so she could clap. "Sugriva, did you see her heal?" He nodded, swallowing hard. "Fantastic. Then you know it'll hurt."

Ishva glared at her sister. "Sugriva, this is Taro Taro. She is enthusiastic."

"About killing demons," she chimed in, sing song. "We love hunting. I think that's where Wazi is."

"Are there a lot?" His brow fell. "Were there always a lot?"

"Yes," Ishva said. "Not like there are now. They prepare for war, and we will help stall that war as long as possible."

Sugriva looked to the dirty ground and brushed his toe back and forth, creating a rut in the grime. "Will they attack Jaya?"

There was a long silence, then Ishva said, "Ravasha will. If he topples Jaya, the rest of Sankive falls with it. Though, he’s not the only demon lord. Not even the most powerful. Just the most ambitious."

The name struck Sugriva like a bolt of lightning through the chest. He staggered backward and took a knee. "I know him. He killed all my friends. He slaughtered villages and used the Fangs as cover for his acts."

Taro Taro said, "He loved those serpents, and we couldn't figure out why. Wait—" Her eyes went wide, and she squealed. "You're the Feral Monkey, aren't you? You're the one who went ape—or monkey, whatever—on them?" She fervently hugged him. The monkey blushed, as her body was soft like a woman's.

"Saw some of your kills. They were magnificent. You are magnificent. If you ever want to have a baby with a spirit, let me know, because I'm open to the idea."

The thought of Pankatav twisted his insides. He thought of his son and how the boy was doing after a few months.

Taro backed up. "Sore spot. No spirit babies? No babies?"

"Taro, quit it." Ishva glared at the earth spirit.

"Later. Will pry later. Obviously." She laughed nervously, then stepped behind Ishva. "All yours, sister."

"We need to teach and train you, Sugriva. You need to be able to shift into your janaav form. Does this sound agreeable?"

Sugriva nodded. "Just tell me what to do." The life was sapped out of his voice, as his thoughts went to that infernal water spirit. He would kill her when his training was done. He swore in his heart over his parents and Prisha, he would end Pankatav's life. And Ravasha's.

"Wait, we're teaching him the janaav form," Taro Taro broke in. "That's my specialty. I get to play with him?" Her smile was unsettling, like she wanted to eat him.

"I will supervise to make sure nothing happens." Ishva glared, fire replacing her eyes.

Taro Taro simply laughed, then said, "To the courtyard, Sugriva. You will be shifty in no time!"
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SUGRIVA FINALLY SHIFTED into his janaav form: a monkey with the height of a man, more or less. He had a tail, the ability of human and monkey speech, opposable thumbs, and hair covering his entire body, except immediately around his eyes. When he finally did shift, he looked up to Taro Taro, and asked, "What's next? I want more." Adrenaline coursed through him, and he could do anything in that moment.

"You have a broken leg," she said, chuckling. "You can't train on a broken leg. Let it heal." The earth absorbed Taro Taro up until only her torso and head were above it. "And tell me about this kid of yours. About your fear of the spirits. I know you fear me." She bore her teeth, jagged crystals like the earth spirits at the temple. "You whisper it in your sleep, then scream like a little girl coming face to face with a monster. What degrades you, monkey? What—"

"Enough," Ishva roared. Flames whooshed and whirled up her body, replacing her humanoid form with a pillar of fire. "Back away from him and do not pry. His story is his. If he is ever ready, he will share it. Until then, you will stop demanding his story or that he mates with you. Now go back to the temple and tend to your duties."

Taro Taro sighed heftily, and said, "Fine, mom." She rolled her eyes, then sulked off to the temple.

"Congratulations, Sugriva. I am proud of how far you have come, and that you are keeping the corruption at bay."

He thought of the treatment every morning. Ishva walked into his room, conjured fire, and burned him so the corruption escaped as smoke. It came out of his mouth, eyes, nose. After a few seconds she stopped, but he felt sore and disoriented.

"You burn me every morning to keep me in check. I do nothing.” He smirked. “I do look forward to not having singed hair."

Ishva chuckled like a mother watching her child make a big deal out of a small issue. "Your positive attitude is why healing is happening. My flame only helps nudge you in the right direction."

Stairs led below the temple and Ishva flared her hair so they could see down the path. Several murals made of gems and different rocks lined the path. There were creatures of shadow. Numerous rubies symbolized blood spilled.

"The war was long ago," Ishva said. "I wasn't an Ashtadash yet. I wasn't even born yet."

"Born?" he asked.

"Most people assume that refers to when I was created, thrust into this reality by a fire that got out of control. But you believe it means something else. Most janaav do think something else." She put her hands on the mural, on a fire spirit who was tall and handsome with white skin and red hair. His eyes blazed blue. "But yes, born. I was human, and this man was my father. My mother was human. Vayner was a kind spirit, though passionate. He was always loud." She giggled like a girl. "He would come into the room and roar as he told us about his day. Mother would chastise him, telling him to keep his voice down. It only made him louder.

"Then mother got sick. Vayner was one of the few fire spirits to heal through burning, and he tried healing mom. I begged him to wait until we could get a water healer. It was less traumatic, and it was less likely to kill." Her hand dragged down the mural, taking a layer of thick dust with it. "Mother did not make it. I was the eldest and showed the best potential with fire, so father took me with him. I trained, and, one day, I made the choice to become a spirit."

"I've heard rumors but didn't know it was true. Is it difficult? Does it hurt? Do you miss being mortal?" The questions tumbled out of his mouth one after the other as if all one word.

Ishva smiled, a matron indulging her child. "Do you miss being just a monkey? I was a passionate girl in life, but not nearly as passionate as I am now. I understood why Vayner could only shout when he spoke. Everything I do is either fully committed or not at all, just as the fire either burns with all its might, or not at all. Water is compassionate. Earth is defensive and often reserved."

Sugriva said, "Taro Taro did not get that message."

"This is very true. Taro still loves and defends, but she does it in a unique way. She was also human, but brought a little more of that humanity with her than most of us. It is what makes her the warrior and caretaker she is." They continued down the hall. A swarm of demons splashed across the mural, ugly and disfigured beyond even what Sugriva had seen in his short time fighting them. They overran the walls of a castle. Vayner was depicted as surrounded in a castle.

Ishva continued, "I was at this war. I was there when the demons pushed against the first kingdom. I don't remember its name; I was only there briefly. But I remember its fall—the bloodshed and screaming. Vayner told me to protect the citizens fleeing, and I did, until finally we came to Jaya. By then, Vayner taught me nearly everything." She paused, her hand caressing the cheek of his image. "He sacrificed himself in the city with several other spirits and men, so that we could escape." She looked to the floor, kicking at the dirt, the brilliance of her hair dimming. "So I could escape."

Sugriva fidgeted. He hated grief. Should he stand and wait until she recovers from a centuries-old wound? Or should he embrace this woman he barely knows—a woman who could burn him to a crisp? Finally he resigned himself to awkwardly standing around.

He said, "These memories are old. Why let them plague you?"

"Long ago is relative. Do you remember moments long ago as if they were yesterday? You replay them over and over again?" He nodded. "Like that. The feeling of his loss will linger with me the rest of my life, which is rather long."

There was a sound coming from down the hall, like a mudslide rolling over the stones. It reminded him of the demons slithering, but far slower. Ishva heard it too. She conjured a small light, then sent it down the hallway, but it revealed nothing.

"I will go check what that sound is. It is likely nothing." Ishva smiled, went to Sugriva, and grabbed his hand gently. Then she let go and went down the hallway.

Sugriva, concerned that he could barely see in the dark without her, followed. Then the light went out with a hiss.

"Ishva," he called, nearly blind. "Ishva, what is it?" No response. Monkey's heart sped up until it felt like it would burst out of his chest. Then he breathed and spoke to himself. "Sugriva, you are a warrior, and warriors don't have fear. You faced demons when they were the unknown. You will face this." He muttered to himself, "But I could see the demons, and they did not extinguish an Ashtadash in front of me."

The stone floor was uneven and difficult to navigate, but he did his best. There was a torch, which he picked up. With flint and iron, he was able to create a spark to light his path. The hallway was empty, but he could still hear that sound. He walked down, the murals extending, showing the history of the demon war. Fangs were included, though he was sure at some point General Humbari preached about that. Rooms jutted off the corridor, but he remained focused on what was in front of him. Exploring could happen when he found Ishva.

A blob sat in front of Sugriva. It was gelatinous, with a variety of bones inside. The blue body rippled when he was close, as if someone tossed a pebble at it—or like it trembled in anticipation.

"Ishva, I don't see you in its body. Where are you?" He stepped back. At least it moved slow.

Then, to taunt Sugriva, the blob pointed up. He looked up to see another on the ceiling. "This is how I go? I die—" and the blob fell from the ceiling to the ground, absorbing Sugriva before he could act. The water was definitely sentient to some level, he thought as it poked and prodded, instantly ripping his staff away from him. The fire went out, and he was immersed in darkness and water. He struggled a little, but any time he got a hand out of the thing's body, it pulled him back in.

Then there was a light. Ishva stood there, laughing so hard she doubled over and held her sides. "You should have seen the look on your face."

The blob burst, then formed into something loosely humanoid. She did not take on any human flesh, but instead remained as liquid, having no discernible features. It sounded like she gurgled as she spoke. "That was great. Ishva, I'm glad you talked me into that." Then she went up to Sugriva, hugged him with wet arms, and kissed him, making her lips flesh for just a moment. "Are we starting his training in earnest now?"

Ishva responded, "Yes. He's moving onto the cauldron."

The water woman said, "My name is Wuzi. I am the water Ashtadash residing in Ramaswam. I look forward to drowning you."
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SUGRIVA NEVER REALLY looked at the cauldron. It was made of iron, he assumed. It was thick, at least six feet around, with a lip that curled over. There were four legs, each one as large as a man's torso. The word for each element was engraved on the cauldron, along with a face of a spirit under each word. East was earth. South was fire. West, toward the pond, was water. North said air.

The spirits worked to create conditions for their element, except Wuzi. She hovered in the water as if standing. A bonfire was built and lit by Ishva. A small mound was created where Taro Taro sat. Once the elements were in place, they sat lotus style.

Sugriva asked, "Should there be an air spirit?"

Ishva, eyes drooping with sorrow, replied, "There should be a great many things which are not. There should be eighteen of us, yet there are only three. The others are, fate be good, scattered across Sankive." She sniffled, with a tear sizzling across her cheek. The other two looked away from Ishva and Sugriva.

"Now, get in the cauldron. You will suffer each of us for seven days. We will give you water but no food. This awakens the chakra through an ancient ceremony called the Four-Budded Lotus. The kingdoms forgot it, but they use forms of it."

"What will it do?" Sugriva hopped into the cauldron. He couldn't see the spirits over the edge of it, the vessel seemingly deeper than he thought it could be.

"Torture you. Earth will bolster you with its endurance, as it was the first element. Water will fill you with its compassion, for it was the keeper of the first element. Air would have graced you with wisdom, but we will have to suffice. And finally I will kindle passion in your heart with fire. Once you accept us into your chakra, we will train you in the use of our three elements—a three-budded lotus, if you would. It will take years."

"I have nowhere to go. Let's get started." Sugriva laid on his back in his janaav form, hands behind his head.

The ground rumbled, and it sounded as if a mountain was crashing down. Then earth cascaded over the lip of the cauldron and filled it, until Sugriva was buried to his head. He struggled, but the earth turned to rock, and he couldn't move. "I recant. I'm not sure I like this after all."

Taro Taro laughed. "Big talk a minute ago. The moment you're under something solid, you're a little girl? That's too bad. If you don't have the stones for this, just let me know and I'll release you."

"Did you just make a joke?" he grumbled. "Are you going to make a lot of those?"

"We have you for 21 days. I am making a lot of jokes."

For seven days, Sugriva was buried in rock to his neck. When the sun rose, he heard the spirits pray. He closed his eyes and joined in, wishing he had taken the lotus form before the earth hardened around him. Then Taro Taro would say something along the lines of, "Are you still rock hard for this abuse?" She laughed deep and obnoxious with every pun. Sugriva could hear the other two Ashtadash sigh. Then Wazi would give him some water to drink. This happened again as the sun was setting.

On the final day, the rock turned to dirt and Sugriva scrambled out of the cauldron. A small feast of berries, vegetables, and fruits waited for him. Ishva said, "You can eat as soon as you get the dirt out of the cauldron."

"But—" He scowled, then screamed, "It's been seven days! Taro can remove it with a gesture. You can't be serious."

Taro handed him a stone shovel. "Get digging."

The sun rose when Sugriva started, and it was at its zenith by the time he finished. Then he feasted the rest of the day.

"Tomorrow morning we start the water ceremony. Until then, rest. I doubt you slept much." Ishva gave a small smile to Sugriva, as he devoured food. It was the look of a proud teacher.

The following day he sat lotus style in the cauldron, hands on his knees, fingers touching. He closed his eyes and prayed along with the spirits. Water sloshed up and over the cauldron, filling it until Sugriva's neck was barely above water level. "The next seven days you will sit in water until it seeps into you and opens you up to Paanee's blessing."

Wazi was no Taro. She did not make puns. She no longer gave water; Sugriva was expected to drink out of the cauldron. Golden hairs floated and glistening ebbs swirled where his grease interacted with the water. Even bits of charcoal, stripped from the corrupted parts of his body, stewed in his drink. The seven days went significantly faster. The ability to fidget and move was a great boon. Seven days passed, and on the final day Wazi said, "Sugriva, you must empty the cauldron. Then you can feast."

A bucket was tossed over the side of the cauldron, and Sugriva filled it and tossed it out, while drinking as he felt the need. By noon he was finished, and he joined the three spirits to eat. Ishva said, "Tomorrow you will have off. We will pray from sun up to sun down. This is to honor the air which could not be with us. Perhaps in your travels you will find a spirit who can open you up to the wisdom the air holds."

So the next day they meditated and prayed all day and feasted that night. Ishva grinned when they were going to sleep. "Tomorrow you are mine, and I will open you up to the passion found within fire. Then you will complete the ritual and you can learn the elements in earnest."

It was like something struck Sugriva. "Wait, I’ll be an elementalist, open to all the magic except air?"

Ishva laughed. "Your eyes are filled with wonder. You didn't know what we were doing? Magic takes years to obtain, and most die on the path. You need the will to survive."

"Corruption would have twisted me long ago if I didn't have the will." He scratched at a sore caused by chaos. They were becoming easier to ignore, but when brought up, they itched as if crying out for attention.

The following morning, before the sun was up, Ishva woke him. "Get in the cauldron. The sun will be up soon, and if you are not in the cauldron before the sun rises, all is for nothing and we will have to start the ritual over."

He bounded into the cauldron, and as he landed in it, thinking back to how he was opened to earth and water, his heart sped up. "Wait," he said, and, as if in response, a lid slammed over the top. He tried pushing against it, tried opening it, but he couldn't. It was too heavy, and he didn't have his staff. Monkey cursed, then said, "Ishva, what happens—" and then, as if to answer, the lid turned, a hole was revealed, and the sun was let in. It shot straight into Sugriva's eyes, blinding him temporarily and giving everything a shadow.

He sat down, rubbing his eyes furiously. "Is it just the sun? That's what opens me up?"

"No," Ishva said, and she said no more. Within a few minutes, the cauldron was hot enough that Sugriva was uncomfortable. Combined with the humidity of the jungle, he was a sticky mess. He remained in his janaav form, though it was immensely uncomfortable with the fur. However, he feared as a man he would succumb to the heat and die.

As evening approached, he prayed for relief from the suffering but found no comfort. The sun heated the cauldron, and the jungle was hot enough that the heat retained through the night. Sugriva could not sleep. He endured and the corruption grew and waned. By the third day, Sugriva begged, "I am not strong enough for fire. Ishva, give me mercy."

"We made an agreement, Sugriva. Death or awakening. You are halfway to being awakened, or just a short moment from death. Make your decision, but know there is an entire world which will rely on your desire to live."

He suffered the next several days, sweating in a ball at the bottom of the cauldron, moaning every now and then to let the Ashtadash know he wasn't dead yet. And on the final day, the lid was lifted, and he crawled out, collapsing on the stones. Wazi called on the water to embrace the monkey, and currents sizzled against his body.

***
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TARO TARO THREW ROCKS at Sugriva. Throw wasn't exactly the right word, as they exuded from her body and were shot at him.

Thump. Right in the shoulder. The monkey flinched.

Thump. Right in the gut. He doubled over.

Thump. Right in the leg. He fell to his knees.

This was the training for earth.

Taro said, "You won't become truly immune, but it will take more force for the earth to hurt you. When you fall from heights, while air is preferable, the earth will give way. The spirits will recognize you as one of them, and they will cradle you in gentle arms. I mean, those arms are made of stone, but they'll try to be gentle, little monkey."

Thump. She struck his forehead and he blacked out.

***
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BRACING WATER WOKE Sugriva. He inhaled as if brought back from the dead.

"Thought I killed you." Taro helped Sugriva up. "Back to training."

He wanted to curse the Ashtadash. Who would ever think these spirits good? They were brutal at best. Taro was straight up sadistic.

Before Sugriva could continue the thought, a barrage of projectiles struck him. Taro laughed maniacally, as she continued the assault. Sugriva curled up into a ball and took it.

This went on for three days, until one day the rocks bounced off Sugriva. There was no pain, and he didn’t flinch. Taro jumped up, clapping her hands. "He did it. The earth accepts you." She went up and hugged him. As they embraced, she whispered, "But my training is easy compared to water and fire." She kissed him on the cheek and pranced off into the temple.

Wuzi floated up to him, her body connected to the pond through a pillar of water. Sugriva watched her and asked, "Don't we have a feast? Don't I get to set the pace?"

"No. If we had time, sure, but we don't." Her face was stern. "Most people only pick one element. If you picked one you would currently be learning how to feel through the earth and sense what it can sense, relying on the spirits to give you information."

"What happens instead?"

"I'll drown you." She reached out with a lash of water, absorbed Sugriva, and then pulled him to the bottom of the pond.

Sugriva tried to escape, but invisible tendrils kept him under, leashing him to the bottom. He could hear a voice, though he couldn't see her face. "Breathe," she said. "Breathe until your lungs fill with water and you die. You will die again and again and again, all so you cannot drown." Then it felt as if the pool licked his cheek.

Finally, he gave in. Water filled his lungs. His vision went purple as he struggled. Then the water left his lungs, and he breathed air before the pond brought him back under. Every drowning he recalled the torture Pankatav put him through, though at least Wuzi was gentle about removing the water from his lungs.

This happened again and again until the sun set. Then Wuzi spat him out on land. The monkey heaved for air, coughing between gulped down breaths. She said, "I'm tired. Get rest. I will drown you in the morning."

It took three weeks before he could breathe water. When he finally could, Wuzi looked at him and said, "I truly thought I was going to kill you. You have a great deal of endurance, but I'm afraid being drowned for several weeks will diminish that vigor. Rebuild your body." She floated back into the pond. When her head alone was above the water, she turned and said, "I almost forgot. Congratulations." Then she sank below the surface.

Ishva waited next to him. "You know what is next," she said, brow creasing.

"I do. Are we starting right away?"

She shook her head. "Water is punishing. Eat. I will give you until you feel ready."

"What if I never feel ready?" His chest ached at the thought. He knew the corruption was spreading. While he was being drowned, Wuzi tried to heal it with water, but she barely kept it in check. The voice was even returning, though it was only a mild nagging in the back of his thoughts.

“Then I incinerate you.” She walked away.

"Wait, Ishva." She paused and turned. Sugriva reached out with a hand. "I will eat when fire doesn't hurt me."

A sad smile was painted on her face. "Truly, I am sorry."

A patch of fur sizzled. Then it reached his skin, and his flesh turned red. At first it felt cold, then blazing hot. He screamed out as little fires bit at him. After hours of torture, his flesh had boils. He shifted into a man, and there was no hair. He only shifted because it looked a little less ridiculous than being a hairless monkey.

"Should I continue?" she asked.

"While you're burning me," he grabbed his crotch, "do you think you can heal this?" He tired of the itch, and the heat made it worse. Burning started there, and he could feel relief. Then he curled up in pain, as the fire took hold of the rest of him. After a couple hours, the blisters were absorbed. His flesh was no longer a raw pink. The fire couldn't harm him.

Ishva smiled. "I was worried; prolonged fire training isn't good, and you took far too long with water. Now we can start your healing. Eat and rest. We start in three days."
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THE FOLLOWING DAY, Wuzi watched Sugriva intently, head cocked.

"Wuzi, you can talk to me." He rolled over to her, doing somersaults.

"No," she said with little inflection. "I don't want to get attached in case you die."

"I'll try not to." He moved toward her, face lifting up to hers, and she snapped at him with liquid teeth. He didn't back down. "It doesn't scare me anymore."

"I shouldn't." She sat back, hands going to her thighs as if meditating. "But this world should. It should all terrify you, because one day the corruption will free itself from you, and you will die horrifically, brutally slaughtering many in your selfish wake."

Sugriva chuckled. "I'll be healed soon."

Ishva interrupted their banter and said, "Sugriva, you are starting the day early. How are you feeling?"

"I understand beyond myself. I feel everything around me better, and it focuses me. The air is just out of reach, and I wish it wasn't."

"In time. Wuzi, can you add water to the cauldron? Then go get Taro. I will need her to enforce it after I start the fire. Sugriva, you need to climb in. You will be immune to the fire, but this will still be ripping at parts of you, searing you physically and spiritually until you are pure."

Sugriva climbed in and took a deep breath. This is probably going to hurt, he thought. Flames licked at the cauldron, and Sugriva asked the spirits of fire to protect him from the ensuing blaze. Fire spilled over the cauldron and settled in, consuming Sugriva, though they didn't hurt—until the corruption was discovered.

He could feel the tendrils of darkness flail about his insides as the ends were burned back. A hiss emitted from his skin, with smoke bleeding from his pores. Sugriva went into shock, body rigid, mind unable to process the pain. The corruption latched onto the paralysis, and fear was born out of it.

She means to kill us. To kill you. We need to kill them. With our immunity, we could. Kill them, Sugriva. Kill them all and claim your power with Chaos, Earth, Water, and Fire. Do not let them take me from you.

The plead came too late, however. Sugriva was gone, his body and mind spasming, imprisoned by agony. Then the flames receded, the voice became a whimper, and Sugriva felt freezing water splash over him.

Ishva said, "You have endured a lot today. We will let you rest and begin again tomorrow." She kissed his forehead.

He passed out.

***
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WHEN HE WOKE UP IT was dark. Taro shaped sculptures nearby. "I thought you were dead." She gave a sad smile, uncharacteristic for the earth spirit.

"How long?" He wanted to ask more, but the words were enough, and a cough choked them off. It felt like sand lined his throat.

"Four days." Taro came over with some food and a large vessel of water. "Drink and eat, Sugriva. I need to wake Ishva, so she can check on you. We want to make sure the corruption isn't becoming stronger with our healing."

"Is it—" he coughed and gave up speaking.

"Not one of my gifts."

When Taro disappeared to find Ishva, Sugriva dove into the food. He ate fruits and roots, with a little bit of fish. Honey drizzled into his mouth, and it never tasted so sweet. Using his tongue, he coated the roof of his mouth before swallowing. When he was done, his stomach ached to the point of wanting to vomit. So, he did the only thing a stuffed monkey could, and threw up.

Once he finished retching, he rolled over and looked at the stars. He couldn't hear the voice, but the voice was fickle and self-serving. If silence served it, then it would be silent.

He reached up for the stars and moon and whispered, "Where are you Prisha? Where are my friends who died? Do they already have new bodies so they can start a new and fruitful life? I pray they do, Ashtadash. They deserve it."

A light flared in the distance as Ishva came out of the temple. Usually she formed legs, but this time she moved swiftly as a wisp, her torso and head alone visible.

"Sugriva, you woke up. I apologize for pushing you the way I did. It was not intentional." She embraced Sugriva, and he called on protection from fire. Her guilt and concern blazed and made him sweat. "Forgive me. I understand if you do not want to continue."

"No," he rasped. "Continue."

He hobbled to the cauldron and flung himself in. The corruption reeled when she lit him on fire.

***
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A TOME SPREAD OUT BEFORE Sugriva, as he rested from the weekly burnings. The corruption was barely a whisper in the back of his head, and there was only a black patch of fur on his shoulder. Soon he would be healed, but he didn't want to wait that long before learning everything Ramaswam could teach.

Ishva saw him looking at the tome. "Do you know much about Bahimatt, the holy city of your ancestors?"

Sugriva shook his head. "My ancestors were monkeys. But the priests claim Jaya will go there if we follow our dharma. I suppose I'll never see it."

Ishva laughed. "Man is creative." She took the tome and put it down on a nearby stone table, then thumbed through the pages until she found a map. It laid out the entire city. "This is a physical place. The water spirits created this book. They were told by their mother, Paanee, to study Bahimatt before exile. They learned whatever they could and cataloged it here, against the orders of Void. So the story goes."

Sugriva blinked away tears as his chest clenched at the thought of seeing the city. "This could be our home one day?"

"I fear one day soon," she said. "The demons rally. When they attack we will be responsible for getting as many people from Sankive to Bahimatt as we can."

"Then why haven't you gone to Jaya? They need to know. Do you know where Bahimatt is?"

"Taro does. She spent decades searching for it, becoming one with the earth. There are strong spells around it to make it nearly invisible to the senses. It even repels people who come too close."

"We need to tell Jaya."

Ishva put a hand on Sugriva's shoulder. "Jaya may not be worthy. They are haughty, and haughty is why we were exiled from Bahimatt in the first place."

Hatred and fear gripped at Sugriva's heart. Take the book. Make Taro talk. You could save all of Jaya and redeem yourself. You would walk your path again. Maybe they would even reward you with Prisha.

Sugriva grit his teeth and fought back the voice. He could feel the corruption snake out into his limbs and mind, and he growled.

"Bad monkey." Fire engulfed him, and he called upon the spirits. However, that would not save him from the burning of the corruption, and soon he collapsed.
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WHEN HE CAME TO, ISHVA stood over him, stern. She asked, "What fear do you act on? How do we dispel it?"

He thought of his son and the witch Pankatav. "I have a son. Would you check that he's okay?"

"Taro," Ishva called. "Find out about Sugriva's son."

Sugriva gave information on the village, and then Taro left, descending into the earth.

Ishva turned to Sugriva. "You will rest and train. You will no longer go from the temple. Wuzi or myself will keep an eye on you. This is not your fault." She took his hands in hers. "This is the corruption. But we have to keep us safe as well as you."
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TARO RETURNED WEEKS later. She passed by Sugriva without a word and went straight to her sisters. They met in the temple, leaving the monkey out in the courtyard. When he approached the temple, Ishva said, "My sisters and I need to discuss your water mistress. Then we will let you know what we can do."

Sugriva obeyed and practiced staff katas.

Hours later, Ishva came out. She sat down lotus style in front of Sugriva, while Wuzi and Taro walked behind him. They were uncertain how he would take whatever news they had to deliver, and that made his muscles tense. It caused his vision to blur with anxiety. It allowed the voice to whisper, though the whisper was slight. He simply assumed those pleas consisted of killing the three spirits and eating them.

Ishva said, "Taro found the village, though it took her a long time. The savanna is not well known to us, so she had to seek out numerous other villages before they led her to the fake Ashtadash. When she arrived, the tribe was burned to the ground. Blood and bones covered the ground."

Sugriva tensed and saw red. He trembled, then fell to his knees and wept. Taro put a hand on his shoulder, but not to restrain him. She comforted him. With her lips near his ear, she whispered, "Do not despair, monkey. Hear Ishva out."

The fire elemental nodded, then proceeded. "Pankatav took your son. It looked like the people went to kill her, but she slaughtered them and threw them in her lake. The lake is crimson now. It killed all the fish and several other animals, which put the predators into a frenzy. They died soon, too, as there was nothing to eat.

"Pankatav went to the village and killed the remaining villagers to avenge her pets. Merchants who still visit her say she's alone and training a little monkey to be a water elementalist. He is still young. You can intervene, and we think it will be good for your soul to do so."
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SUGRIVA HELD ISHVA, as she took the form of a torch. A water skin contained Wuzi, which provided Sugriva with drinks whenever he thirsted. Taro Taro turned into a chariot of dirt and stone which rode along the ground at incredible speeds. Sugriva just had to hold on with all his might as the four sped away to the savanna.

Once they reached the village, they disembarked. Ishva leaped from Sugriva’s hand. Wuzi left the water skin, though she filled it with water for Sugriva. The chariot formed into a beautiful woman, and Taro Taro winked at Sugriva. "I see you finally got to ride me."

Sugriva blushed, though he would not make that mistake again. Even if he trusted the three women, he would never give his body over to another spirit.

Ishva said, "We will stay here tonight."

"She doesn't visit the village. We'll be safe," Taro added. "I was here a few days to watch her habits. She considers this place cursed, or close enough."

They rested, each one taking turns guarding. When the sun rose, they went off. Sugriva brandished his staff. Taro had a hammer of clay. Wuzi turned one of her hands into numerous whips which didn't stop flowing. Ishva had a bow of fire, with a quiver on her back filled with bolts of flames.

When they neared the lake, Ishva said, "You understand, Sugriva, that this is your battle. You will fight her alone for your son, and only if you fail will we step in. I promise, though, upon the myth that has become the Ashtadash, that if you fail, we will dry her out and train your son ourselves, so he can become the warrior you are."

Sugriva wept. "I'll do my best. Thank you for watching my son."

The three women hugged Sugriva, and then he went out to face Pankatav.

Her hut was still there. The lake was still crimson from those she killed, and the animals which died as a result. The sand around it became ruddy as if clay. The shack was the same as he remembered, and a bolt of guilt struck his chest, as he saw where they laid together. He scratched at his crotch.

"Spirits of water, protect me." He could feel the spirits answer, as his lungs adapted.

"I hear a boy outside. Who could it be? Another victim?" Pankatav mocked from inside the shack. As a water spirit, she would feel the prayer, too. "Why come back? Revenge? The boy?"

She left the shack with his son in her arms. She cradled the monkey, feeding him from her breast. "He wants for nothing, Sugriva. Now go before I kill the boy just to spite you."

"He means too much to you. Now come on. Kill me."

Without taking the child from her teet, she called on the waters from the lake, and bloody tendrils moved out and grappled Sugriva. Then another tendril went through his nostrils and down into his lungs. The blood was strange, thicker than he was used to breathing, but he could filter out the water and breathe it, using the water he expelled to remove the blood.

Ripples distorted Pankatav's body. Then she roared and set the monkey down on the porch. "Your training won't stop me from ripping you apart."

More tendrils came out to impale him, but they splashed off him. It still hurt, and he would feel it worse in the morning, but at least they couldn’t pierce him.

Then he willed his staff to grow, and it grew from his belt until it pushed against the sandy ground. It launched him into the air, until Pankatav's tendrils reached too far and dissipated under the sun. He dove toward Pankatav, and her face twisted with horror. More lashes of water came out, but he whipped them with the staff, then called on it to grow. It penetrated Pankatav's skull with a splash, and Sugriva couldn’t feel the water spirit anymore.
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Chapter Twenty-One

The Sun Rise Army
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Age of Finality

Dameneh rubbed sleep from his eyes, as the sun rose. He glanced from one man to the other. "Did either of you sleep?"

Divyan grinned and squinted at the sun. "Today is going to hurt." He rubbed his head. "I haven't stayed up this late since I was a kid." The pained words were followed up with laughter. "You tell good stories, Sugriva. And you have a captivating one. I look forward to hearing the rest of it."

"Today is not the day for the rest of his story." Dameneh glowered at the two men, as he picked up the camp. "We need to talk to these warriors. Come on."

It didn't take long for them to see men in the distance. When they crested a hill the march stopped, and so the three stopped. Three men broke off from the rest of the military and approached Dameneh, Divyan, and Sugriva as they stood atop the hill.

Dameneh shouted, "We are here for peace. We carry weapons for bandits and wild animals. May we speak to your leader and broker a treaty?"

The men paused, looked at each other, and spoke in a language Sugriva did not understand. There seemed to be more and more languages getting thrown around, though he figured Dameneh would understand.

Divyan nudged the boy. "What are they saying?"

Dameneh shrugged.

"Why are you shrugging? What does that mean?" Sugriva hissed. "You always know what they're saying."

"The One doesn't want me to know what they're saying, so I can't understand it."

"But your God always tells you the languages. Why not now?" The calm of the boy when faced by an army unsettled Sugriva.

"My God always gives me the path I need to be on. If I can't understand their language, it's for good reason."

The men watched each other, waiting for something to happen.

Finally, Divyan said, "We are from Sankive to the west. What is your intent with such a large army?"

Of the three men, one stepped forward. He was older, with gray creeping into his swept back hair. The other two were youthful, strong looking. One of them was missing his right arm. The older man spoke, though Sugriva couldn't make out the words.

Dameneh said, "They are exiles."

Divyan cocked a brow. "Those are a lot of well armed exiles." Dameneh translated.

The man spoke, and Dameneh said, "They were warriors, but they lost their lands. They are the Dian clan and are looking for somewhere safe and fortified. They know of Yosheket."

"Do you trust what they're saying?" Divyan asked Dameneh.

"They look hungry and thirsty. There are several toward the rear with severe wounds. Why bring your wounded to a battle?"

"Is your God saying this is a trap?"

"You misunderstand. He said nothing on this, and I wouldn't expect Him to. He sends me in a direction, I get there, and then He expects me to follow His will. That will get me and my people where we are supposed to go."

Divyan glared and gritted his teeth. The three men across from them crossed their arms and started to grumble between each other. Divyan asked, "What does His will demand of this moment?"

"Their injured are dying, and they are all in need of rest. Yosheket will need an army, and here one is. I say we bring them home." The little boy gave an innocent smile, like a child trying to get something from his parents. Sugriva wondered if the kid was used to people underestimating him.

"Fine."
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Chapter Twenty-Two

The Story of Corruption and Jaya
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Age of Men 816

Sugriva bounced his boy, Chelan, for he was the water deep within Sugriva's heart. The child was four, the temple was renewed, and there were plenty of other spirits tending to the grounds. Ishva, Taro Taro, and Wuzi sought out other Ashtadash, and though they found numerous powerful and willing spirits, they found none of legend. So the Ashtadash trained who they found, and one day they would refill the ranks of the divine spirits.

The monkey hunted. He maintained the temple and created several other shrines. He trained in the elements, while helping his boy learn to use his innate water abilities. Sugriva worried about teaching the boy magic, terrified of putting him through the torture, but Wuzi, with a rare sincere smile, said, "Do not fear teaching this one. He knows who he is."

Water gushed from Wuzi to Chelan's mouth, entering his lungs before Sugriva could protest. The boy giggled and gurgled, breathing just fine.

Wuzi said, "See?" She raised him up and touched her liquid nose against his. "Aren't you just fine? Are you excited to learn more?"

"Please?"

Sugriva thought of how pudgy Chelan was just two years ago, and how old he looked now. It made his chest ache.

"They grow up so fast," he said.

Wuzi responded, staring at Sugriva with cold eyes, "Mortals grow up and die so fast. I don't understand why you wouldn't want to master an element and become an immortal spirit."

"Ishva can tell you. I'm sure she misses parts of her personality sometimes."

She gave out a chilling laugh. "Sugriva, you attempt to learn all the elements, so you will master none. I suggest you pick fire and stick with it. Stop poking around. Dedicate yourself." She smiled again and went back to the toddler, poking his nose. "You picked one, and I bet when you come of age you'll be better at it than your dad."

Wuzi wasn't wrong. Sugriva could sense through all three elements, but so far he could only manipulate fire and water.

That night, at dinner, Ishva was contemplative. Her food was burned and she kept smoldering it, paying more attention to the flame. The pained look twisted Sugriva inside. Finally he broke Ishva's thoughts. "What are you worried about?"

"Nothing," she muttered, until she shook herself out of the trance. "My apologies. I was lost in the flame. It happens."

"It happens when you have a lot on your mind. I know your moods and when your heart aches."

She shimmied. "This is true. I have something I need to tell you tonight. It is a choice you need to make, though I would love to make the choice for you."

"Why wait?" Personally, he never understood waiting. If it had to be said, say it. If it didn't, forget it.

She nodded, and she excused herself from the table, taking Sugriva with her into the jungle. Wuzi and Taro both looked concerned, though the rest of the spirits continued in ignorance, enjoying the meal and entertainment.

The jungle felt menacing that night, as if the trees had eyes, and they were staring at the couple as they walked. Sugriva wanted to hold her hand, to call upon the spirits to keep him from harm so he could feel the entirety of her heat as fingers laced together.

Ishva broke Sugriva out of his thoughts. "The demons have mounted in force behind Ravasha. He marches on Jaya and will crush it."

The news lanced Sugriva's chest. "We need to go and help them." He paused a moment, thinking of all the spirits they had, then he said, "Or better, we could assassinate Ravasha before he reaches them. It'll scatter—"

"Sankive is meant to fall. You know the stories of Bahimatt. That is where we are to go. Stay here, train with us, and send out for the villages. Bring the villagers here and we will strike out for Bahimatt." She took his hands, and he reflexively asked for the protection of fire spirits.

"You didn't say I can't kill him."

Ishva huffed. "You can kill him. Jaya will still fall."

"Prisha is there. I can save her. And Divyan and Amu who were kind to me."

"Maybe." She let go of his hand, and the evening coolness replaced her heat. A shiver rippled through him. Ishva said, "But I thought you loved me, Sugriva. The way you look at me. How you favor me with raising your child. Our walks." She let the thought trail off. Another lance through Sugriva's heart. The voice whispered in the back of his head, a sensation he hadn't felt in years. It wanted him to go to Jaya, another sign Jaya was the wrong decision.

"We would all go to Bahimat?"

She nodded eagerly, and Sugriva wondered when she fell in love with him. He never noticed until her earnestness in getting him to remain in Ramaswam. It hurt to know he would lose what he had for someone he could never have.

"Will you watch Chelan?" he asked, and her smile flickered, then faded.

"If you leave you will not be welcomed back. We will keep Chelan and train him, and you will not see him again. If you would trade that for a woman and kingdom which turned on you, then go. Do not wait, leave tonight. You only have a month, and it takes two weeks to reach Jaya."

Sugriva went in to kiss Ishva, but a wall of fire spouted up between them, and when it faded, she was gone. Tears streaked down his cheek, as he used his staff to fling himself toward Jaya.

***
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SUGRIVA SAT ON A STOOL in a small village, sipping rice beer. He wore robes and a hat, remaining in his man form. "What's the news?" he asked the cook.

The man shrugged, pouring some rice onto his plate, then adding a few vegetables and a ladle of curry. "Almost a dozen demons killed around here. I guess that's news."

Sugriva nearly spat. "In the past few years?"

"No," the cook shook his head and served another customer. "In the past month."

"Who killed them?" Jaya didn't have warriors ready for so many demons, and if there were that many this far out of Jaya, he couldn't imagine what they were facing near the walls of the city.

"Demon hunters. Jaya said they trained numerous the past several generations, preparing for this." Lies, but the villages didn't care. Demon hunters showed up and killed the monstrosities, so they were willing to believe in the overreaching power of the Jayan Empire. "Some of them learned from demons and use the shadows."

This news caused a shiver to creep down Sugriva's spine, and his right arm suffered a tremor, then a twitch. "I see." He could feel the itch in the back of his head. If Jaya was okay with using Chaos, then why wouldn't Sugriva embrace its power?

The cook leaned on the counter. "Yeah, I just feel bad for them. We had one here that lost his mind. His band had to put him down right in the street."

A side effect Sugriva was all too aware of. After the war, he could gather the corrupted together so they could find peace through the Ashtadash—whether that would be purification or death.

It was another week before he reached Jaya dressed as a hermit in rags and a rice hat. He covered his face in mud and grass, then added some ash for effect. The guards let him through without question, as it was bad for the dharma to deny a hermit passage. Too bad for them Sugriva was a dharma-breaking liar.

Finally he slipped into the palace, still in the visage of a wizened hermit.

Prince Anka sat on his throne, rubbing his temples. His eyes were closed tight, as if not seeing the demonic threat would make it go away. Too bad he didn't have coverings for his ears.

General Humbari, in his half bear form, roared, "We need to tell the people it's okay. Then we can send an army and finish the demons. We don't need to involve them in this."

General Divyan nearly whispered his response. "The few scout reports we still get state the army is much larger than our own. Right now it takes five well trained soldiers and spirits to take down one demon. There is no need for a siege: if they attack in the morning, a demon lord will sit on your throne by evening. We need to rally the people, and preferably flee from here. There are neighboring kingdoms—"

Prince Anka rose his hand and Divyan was quiet. The prince acknowledged Sugriva, though the prince didn't know who it was. "Hermit, I'm sure your dharma brought you here to share wisdom," Anka sighed. "Please, grace us with the knowledge of the Ashtadash."

"Prince Anka, I come with news on the demons."

"How does this hermit know about that?" Humbari roared.

Divyan shook his head. "We do not have walls around the countryside, general. Between fewer merchants and missing villages, they can figure it out."

"The demons will be here in two more weeks. Ravasha leads them. This should not be taken lightly, and you should look to your wall and your warriors. Kill what demons you can, but make sure your warriors are here when the hour of shadows and blood comes upon you." He feigned prophetic language as best he could, feeling uppity.

Prince Anka stood and walked down the stairs from his throne to the common chamber floor. "Your words are a curse on my kingdom and make my heart weep. Is there any way to meet him in the open field?"

"It would be unwise. His army is as countless as the trees in the Sankive Jungle. They will flow like the Gangre River in summer and sweep away anything trying to stand in their way." His tail waved under his shrouds, and Divyan cocked his head.

The hawk walked down and stood beside the prince. "Who are you, hermit? Who sent you?"

Sugriva hid his hands and sneaked his tail back under the clothes. "I was with the Ashtadash, and they told me not to come. However, I am from here, and it would injure my heart to watch Jaya fall."

"You broke your dharma for us," the prince said sorrowfully. "I am sorry you were required to make that choice. It must hurt to know you are straying from the path laid out directly by the Ashtadash. Did they say we can survive with your help?"

Divyan interrupted. "Sugriva?"

Prince Anka crinkled his nose, eyes blazing. He went up to Sugriva and ripped off the rice hat. "You fiend! You liar and schemer! Why do you tell us this news? Why do you rile us to war and beg us to pull our troops close when the villages we protect are mercilessly slaughtered?" He shook, then pointed at Sugriva. "Arrest him. We will execute him tomorrow, as was the punishment for returning."

Divyan shook his head and frowned. The hawk approached Sugriva without hesitation and bound his arms.

The monkey begged, "Listen to me. I saw the Ashtadash. It's why I'm not a demon. You've seen it, how your chaos warriors turn. Ishva of the fire, Wuzi of the water, and Taro Taro of the earth train me."

General Humbari grunted. "Taro Taro? What a stupid name. You're more creative than that, Sugriva. I look forward to burning you tomorrow."

"Let me prove what I say. Tomorrow, have the soldiers stone me all day. The following day tie me to stones and keep me at the bottom of the Gangre River. That evening recover my body and on the third day place me in a fire you stoke all day and night. When the sun rises, I’ll be sleeping in the pyre, and you’ll see I'm trained by the Ashtadash."

The room fell silent, the generals both fidgeting side to side. Prince Anka stroked his chin, eying the monkey with suspicion. "Do it. Generals, have your men collect rocks until there is a massive pile. From there, ask earth spirits to continue creating rocks. Have the men throw rocks at Sugriva all day. Worry about the drowning only if he sees sunset."
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THE EARTH WAS BECKONED to restrain Sugriva so he couldn't move. Three days would be wasted on the spectacle, but he needed them to believe, and he knew how the people loved theatrics like the old myths. Or were they myths? He thought on the fact he met Ashtadash and had a half-water son, as the first rock struck his forehead. It hurt, his head pounding. Blood dripped down his face.

The crowd laughed, and General Humbari bellowed, "Looks like we will have that execution. Throw the next stone."

Sugriva invoked the spirits and grinned. The earth spirit who summoned up the restraints flinched, then looked at the monkey, slack jawed. The second rock bounced off him.

Humbari shuddered at the ineffective stone. "Throw another. Draw blood." Another bounced off. Then another. Finally Humbari came down and grabbed a large stone, one larger than Sugriva's head. It was nearing the largest rock Taro threw at him. Sugriva closed his eyes, praying to the spirits this would be covered by the protection.

The rock struck his head, and Sugriva's skull left a large dent in the side of the rock. Sugriva laughed. "The earth protects me. Would you like to drown me for the rest of the day so we can move on with this?"

Humbari roared, spittle covering Sugriva and any others close enough. Then he went up to the monkey, ripped him out of the mound of earth, and tied him to a large stone. Several soldiers carried Sugriva to the Gangres River and threw him in.

It was soothing—cool relief against the hot weather. Monkey plunged down with a plunk. Sugriva could feel the water dragging him a little downstream before he hit the bottom and was anchored. Fish rushed by him, along with debris from upstream. He prayed for the water spirits to give him the ability to breathe water, and so he stayed there until evening. When the sun set, he used the water to free himself.

When he returned to the palace soaking wet, he bowed. "Earth and water are nothing to me. Should we try fire?"

Prince Anka's face sunk. "This is ridiculous. General Humbari, build a pyre. Keep it stoked. General Divyan, bind Sugriva so we can put him on the pyre, and he cannot run away like some clever little creature. I fear in the morning we will see you, and then we will hear you out about this demon threat. Now get him out of my sight until then. I want to rest, and he gives me indigestion."

Sugriva was tossed on the pyre, and as they lit it, he prayed, "Protect me, fire spirits. Give me immunity to your blaze." And so they did, and he laid down on the pyre, which was stoked tirelessly by Humbari himself. Sugriva fell asleep in the crackling warmth.
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SUGRIVA RESTED THE following day. Even though he slept in the fire, his body was exhausted from channeling the magic. He woke up around noon, still sore and groggy.

He worked his way through the trees, going up to the canopy. As a janaav, he went into the hawk territory, where they all looked at him wearily. None knew that Sugriva learned his janaav form, so they let him be. Then he shifted into a monkey to hide and swing himself into General Divyan's nest. He searched Prisha's room, but she wasn’t there.

Amu came into the room, and, when he saw Sugriva, he let out a yelp. "Teacher, why are you here?"

Sugriva swung around and sat lotus style, inviting Amu to join him. The boy did. "I am looking for your sister. I assume she is with General Ajit."

"They're married, so yes. You shouldn't go see them, but Ajit is a pompous jerk." Amu gave directions to General Ajit's nest.

Before Sugriva could leave, Amu said, "Because of you, I'm a lieutenant now. I work under dad's command."

Sugriva smiled. "Congratulations, Amu." He patted the boy's back. "You deserve many honors, this being one of the first."

***
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GENERAL AJIT'S NEST was well guarded and in the center of a large cluster. It meant his family had a strong military history, while General Divyan was a first generation general.

Prisha sang in one of the windows. Lullabies. They had a child, and the thought made Sugriva's heart sink. The voice was soothing, and a part of Sugriva wanted to remain outside, listening to her. But he acted on his desire.

Through her window was an elaborate and large room. It was a nursery with a mahogany crib, several instruments for servants to play, and small war toys, though the child was still too young. The baby looked no more than a year old, if that, and Prisha swung the child in her arms, staring at the babe's face with adoration.

"Prisha," Sugriva whispered, breaking the moment.

The woman, once a girl, was ripped from her revelry and screamed. Sugriva hid when guards rushed in, praying Prisha wouldn't reveal him.

"Go back to your posts. I was startled by a spider." The woman flashed them a smile, and the men left.

"What are you doing?" she hissed at Sugriva. "Why in the name of the Ashtadash are you here? My dad said they were executing you yesterday."

"They tried." Sugriva flashed his boyish grin, but it did nothing to calm her.

"You are a fool. If they failed, Ajit will certainly finish what they started if he finds you here. Leave."

"I needed to see you." His body ached, pulsing with his heartbeat. The whole world moved on. Yet he remained in the same place. "It was a bad idea. I'm sorry."

"It was. Now flee before I call the guards so they can deal with your foolishness." She shooed him away.

Sugriva's cheeks flushed, and his intestines knotted up. Bile laced his breath, as he tried not to vomit. He had half a mind not to stop his free fall when he dropped out of the nest, but he used the staff to slow his descent. Prisha spurned him. Ishva was lost to him by Sugriva's own hand. It was his own decisions that lead him to loneliness. The realization clawed at him—he chose those who despised him but turned his back on those who loved him.

A shadow flew overhead as Sugriva left the hawk territory. It didn't surprise him, as he wasn't hiding his identity; the worst they would do was kick him out. Then the shadow descended in front of him, and Divyan shifted into his man form. "We are on the cusp of war. The enemy is at our gates trying to knock them down. You are here with my daughter. If she screamed we would try in earnest to execute you, not those games you set up. If she ran away with you, what would you do with the rest of Jaya? Is she your only motivation?"

"Are you going to report me, general?"

Divyan sat down and patted the ground beside him. Sugriva joined. The hawk-man looked up at the canopy. "I was a common soldier in my youth. I knew what it was to see the woman I loved and not have her. Then I became famous, and I married a beautiful woman. You know what I forgot about, Sugriva?"

There was a pause, Sugriva looking at the ground like a scolded child. "What?" he finally asked.

"I forgot women are more than a beautiful face and perky breasts. But it's easy for an undiscerning man to only see those qualities." Divyan touched his chest. "There is a heart, one which can be kind and compassionate. They go out and help the people. Then there are those who are cold and selfish, only looking out for their interests." The hawk sighed and shook his head. "You met my wife. She's a hag, and I loathe her." He took Sugriva's hands. "And while I love my daughter and pray she learns from my compassion, General Ajit complains regularly that she's a nag, demanding more and more, to the point that he struggles to satisfy her whims. If a general cannot please my daughter, well, you were only a temporary distraction—likely something to upset her mom. You taught her to have confidence in her flying. I was trying to do that for years, but it wouldn't take. It wasn't good enough until mom said it was good enough." He shook his head and grunted.

Sugriva laughed through tears. "We're all like that. Do you remember when you were a kid?"

"Ah, bits and pieces, but not enough. It's probably karma coming back to get me for what I did to my parents." He shuffled his feet and looked to the dirt. "My dad was a wall guard. He didn't hold any big position. I was taught I would be a wall guard, and that was good enough. Now and then he would go on scouting parties, as scouting is part of a hawk's dharma. I told him I could be more—I would be more." He spread out his hands. "Now I have this. A far cry from where I was supposed to be right now."

"My uncle expected a merchant. I should be wandering around the jungle selling wares. He's probably dead, though. With the demons out there, I heard most the merchants who didn't take up permanent residency somewhere are dead."

"You could look for him," Divyan said.

"No. I'd be better off without finding him. He hit me until I said I understood what he was telling me. I never understood. It's why I followed my parents' path."

The canopy shifted to vibrant green, the morning sun illuminating through the leaves. It was a beautiful view, especially with all the hawks flying around.

Divyan said, "You should go. There's a lot of work to be done."

They clasped hands, holding on at the elbow, and put their foreheads against each other briefly. Sugriva said, "Thanks for taking a chance on me. I'll work hard to atone for my sins and return to my dharma."

"You have surpassed whatever those sins are in coming back to save a kingdom that despises you. Never forget that. It's too easy for men to think they have to make up for old slights."
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THE TRAINING GROUND was silent, though the stands overlooking were filled with people. From time to time Sugriva could hear a baby cry, but parents were quick to silence them. Over a dozen men marched out, with General Humbari leading them. He was the only one in attendance standing proud. Even Prince Anka, with dark circles under his eyes, seemed to be wasting away.

Divyan elbowed Sugriva. "Sit up straight. Humbari is looking for any reason to kill you."

A derisive snort left his lips. "Then he'll have to trample everyone here."

"For cowardice," General Humbari roared, "these men will be executed. They plotted to flee the city when they were conscripted, or they assisted a deserter. Every man and woman will be needed. The demons are at our doorstep, and cowardice will see us all trampled."

A man was summoned from the side.

"Begin," General Humbari said, getting out of the way.

The man shifted into an elephant and trumpeted. He charged forward and stomped down on people, crushing them under his feet.

The audience remained still through the display of brutality. It became a daily tradition. People no longer went to work first thing in the morning, they went to the training ground, and if they were fortunate, they were told there would be no executions that day.

"What are you doing after this?" Sugriva asked.

"Checking the perimeter. The demons have to be close. We're getting fewer refugees, and those we get are from nearby villages."

The display ended, and Humbari came out to make some speech about dharma. The people had no future. Why did they care what path they walked?

Divyan asked, "And you?"

"I don't know." His thumb ran over the seat in front of him, feeling the wood against his skin. He wanted a sliver, something to break him from the malaise settling over the city. "Drink and eat?"

"Sugriva," Divyan scolded, "You have to stay sharp and—"

A scout flew down in front of Divyan and cawed, then flew away.

The general paled, and said, "Shift into a monkey and follow me."
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THE GUARDS ON THE WALL were on edge, peering over like something unexpected would explode from the jungle. One day it would.

Sugriva's hair stood on end, and he shifted into a man as Divyan dropped him. "This feels unsettlingly familiar."

"Silence," Divyan whispered.

Sugriva strained his ears, but Divyan was right. The chirps and roars decreased steadily over the past few days, but now there was nothing.

"They're watching us."

"Seems we're trapped."

"Let's go," Divyan said.

Sugriva and Divyan strode into Prince Anka's temple. Divyan said, "My prince, I think we should investigate what the demons are doing. We are under siege, and we need to know what is coming."

Humbari spoke before the prince could. "That's foolish suicide. Are you so afraid to defend the city, you want to die before the grand defense of Jaya?"

Prince Anka pursed his lips and glared at the bear-man at his side. "Thank you for your input, General, but I believe my dharma is to rule, and it is my word they will follow."

Humbari growled and took a step back, rubbing his arm like a wounded animal.

The prince hummed in thought and stroked his chin. It was the most alive the man looked in over a week. "Do you think it will actually help? From what I hear, the demons could be the siege engines, if they even need them at all, since they manipulate flesh and bone like a potter manipulates clay."

"Then we assassinate some of their leaders. They are starving us out, and more importantly filling us with fear. If our people don't die from hunger, they'll rip themselves apart instead. We need hope, and knowledge combined with some preemptive strikes could bring that."

"No," Prince Anka muttered, looking off to the side. "We live in dark times." He forced a smile, but what little energy he mustered left as his shoulders sagged. "An ancient darkness surrounds us, but I don't have the power of the ascendant kings. None of us have their power. Ravasha is out there? The last time he attacked a single king came forward and cast him out. That king should have killed him. It is on his shoulders and dharma that his kingdom falls. Perhaps I'm his reincarnation, here to pay for those sins."

Divyan shook his head. "My prince, if it wasn't Ravasha, it would be another demon. The last time Ravasha attacked, it was so insignificant they didn't even call it a war. The last demon war, fought without Ravasha, was only stopped when the demons fell to infighting. We caught a break, and it doesn't seem like we're going to catch one this time."

More silence.

"Why come back, Sugriva?" the prince asked, gazing at the monkey. "You were safe with three Ashtadash, a ton of spirits, and your child, if we are to believe your story, and you came back. Why?"

Sugriva looked to Divyan, and the general nodded. Sugriva said, "This is my home. There are those I love here, even if they do not love me back. I could not let an entire kingdom fall to the demons unprepared and undefended."

"Now we will fall defended." He waved a hand. "Go. Take no more than five warriors of your choosing and attack them from—"

Prince Anka was cut off by the crash of boulders into stone buildings, as if lightning cracked against the walls of Jaya. Screams wracked outside the palace and the royal guard came in to stand beside Prince Anka. A hundred men filled the palace, each one with the best armaments and training out of anyone in the city, with few exceptions.

General Humbari roared, "It looks like it's too late for these nonsense tactics. We meet the enemy face on."

Divyan and Sugriva ran down the length of the palace until Prince Anka shouted, "Stop! I have a hundred good men who are going to stay here and die after most of the fighting is over. Take them with you. What prince am I if I'm not willing to risk myself for the good of my people?"

"What?" Humbari growled. "You need them. What if the demons send assassins?"

"Then my dharma is complete, and I was found worthy to enter the next life. General, go with them. I would hate to have you die without your men and far from the front line. How would that bode for your path? How would that look to your men?"

The bear-man blushed and stormed down the palace stairs. "Guard, follow me. We die in the blood of demons today."

Outside, though the sun was in the sky, darkness swallowed the light.

You could join them, the voice said, filled with vigor. You could become a demon, open the doors, and have the first of Ravasha's plunder. Prisha could be your brood queen and you could bed her—

Rape her, he thought to himself, looking to Divyan. Sugriva closed his eyes and meditated briefly until the voice calmed down.

"Are you okay?" Divyan asked.

"I'll be fine. We need to save the walls."
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GIVE IN. JOIN THE THRALLS. Become a demon lord.

"No," Sugriva whispered. The man standing next to him looked at the janaav askew, but there was nothing strange about whispering no or cursing. Jaya was about to fall, and everyone knew it.

The soldier clasped Sugriva's shoulder. "Today we get to show how we cling to our path, even in the face of peril. It will be okay, brother."

Sugriva's mouth opened, but what would he say? Why shine doubt on the faith which comforted the soldier?

Sugriva simply said, "Thank you for your encouragement."

The demons struggled to climb the walls. Archers had time to shoot down. Massive rocks were thrown and crushed skulls. While this gave hope, Sugriva knew it wouldn’t last.

Spikes of earth jutted through demons, water eviscerated them at high pressure, the air lifted them high and dropped them, and fire consumed. There was an archer nearby with flint and metal, so Sugriva went to him. "Please light a torch for me. I'm a fire elementalist, but it's my first time."

The archer created a small pocket of cloth and set it in Sugriva's hand. "Are you sure you want the responsibility? You could light us all on fire, as well as them."

"I practiced for a long time with fantastic teachers. Please."

The archer obliged, striking the flint and giving Sugriva fire. Once the cloth lit, he had the flame consume his hand, and the cloth was no more. Then he shot out flames. Most of his shots missed. Some struck, and they sizzled against the exposed flesh or bleached bones. Soon he tired.

The archer said, "You should slow down. Spirits can only give so much."

He realized Ishva fueled him when they trained. He rarely tired with her. Yet there were too many demons, and he had to continue. He threw more fire, and the demon he struck didn't flinch.

The archer glared at Sugriva. "Stop using it or you'll light yourself on fire."

The monkey grumbled, mocking the archer, but he stopped. The fire formed a circlet around his head. He took out his staff and thrust it through the hordes, lancing who he could.

Stocky demons approached the front gate and several points on the wall. "Focus fire on the fat ones," was shouted. Bird janaav flew overhead and dropped large rocks, crushing the bulbous demons. Other demons turned into thick armor and wrapped around the fat demons. Then one of the demons went down, body covered in arrows. Flames ignited which burned through the flesh. Then the demon exploded, sending blood and sinew all the way up the wall.

"Stop them now," the commander screamed at the top of his lungs.

The raptors continued their runs, and demons shot bone at them. Horrors waited in the trees, and when a janaav flew too close, nightmares dropped down and consumed them. The screams were horrific. There were too many of the exploding demons, and the elementalists and janaav tired. Arrows ran low.

Sugriva smirked. "They gave hope and now they take it."

Three of the demons reached the front gate, a minor miracle that so few made it. They exploded in unison. The iron doors twisted back from the hinges, but held.

The men cheered, praising the Ashtadash. But Sugriva knew the Ashtadash weren't there.

Ravasha appeared from the shadows, stepping out of his demon horde. His flesh was red, his head nothing but a skull without eyes, and he had six arms. He threw potions up into the air and a red mist covered his army. The demons howled, tearing each other apart before charging forward with furry, vaulting the wall as if it was a low fence. The men on the walls cried out in surprise. Sugriva fought on.

The demon lord went to the doors, grabbed on where the metal was weak, and ripped them off the wall. Demons poured in, falling upon the men on the other side.

Humbari held the street with his elite guard. He ran into the center of the onslaught and picked up demons, tearing them in two. Bagh nahks, or tiger claws, adorned his fists, and when he punched the monstrosities, he pierced all the way through until iron came out their back. Then he discarded the crippled forms for his soldiers to finish off. The fire of battle blazed in the bear’s eyes.

The walls were lost. Buildings leading to the city center had soldiers in wait for ambushes, but the men on the walls would still need time to escape. Sugriva shouted, "Fall back." The men didn't hesitate, fleeing their post. The earth staff felt good in his grip, the earth becoming one with him. The weapon shot out, swept several demons, and tossed them through the air. Another it pierced the skull. The staff shrunk, so it fit in his palm. He moved the fire from the circlet to his fists, and punched like an inferno. Then he launched himself off the wall as it was overrun, landing by Humbari.

The bear roared, "Get away from me, monkey. You won't take my glory in this battle."

"We're going to die. Stop worry about glory." He saw Ravasha still at the city gates, a swarm of darkness rushing past him. "Anyway, that guy there is the only one who matters. We kill him, and there's nothing commanding these demons."

"Will killing him end the war?"

That was a great question. "Sure."

"Guard, advance on their general at the gates. Cut through as best you can," he bellowed, and his guard did as commanded, their weapons slicing a path through crawling, formless flesh.

Ravasha's skull grinned wide, the sinew on his jaw pulling tight. "Yes, come to me. Feed me. I will feast on your body and bones. You will die, and I will find power within what is left of you. Sugriva, I have groomed you for this moment. Kill everyone here and join me or die. Make your choice."

The voice in his head was too loud for him to make out, and he dropped to a knee. He gripped his skull, trying to crush out the noise.

Humbari backhanded Sugriva, and the strong taste of iron spilled from inside his cheek. "Knock it off."

The voice fell silent as stars dotted Sugriva's vision. "Yes, sir," he groaned, scrambling to his feet. "We need to finish this. I'm going to launch myself into the air. You do your thing."

Before the bear could protest, Sugriva thrust himself up on his staff, shifted into a monkey for extra height, then shifted into a janaav. Humbari punched Ravasha several times when the demon looked up at the monkey. Then two arms grabbed the bear, holding him in place. Two more hands went to his head, trying to snap the general's neck. Several guards came in, hacking at the limbs.

Then Sugriva thrust his staff down, making it grow, and he cracked Ravasha in the skull. The demon lord staggered, skull fractured, and dropped Humbari. The general took his chance to get in as many punches as he could. He reached up to one of the arms, thrust his fists into it numerous times, the blades ripping at the shoulder. Then he tore the arm off, making the demon scream.

Sugriva landed on Ravasha's head and aimed his staff at the eyeless sockets. He struck again and again, causing more cracks. "To the hells with you, Sugriva. You made your choice, and I find you aggravating."

"I get that a—"

Before Sugriva could finish, Ravasha picked him up by the nape of his neck and tossed him aside. A demon horde came down on him, and he launched himself with his staff. One demon held on, yanking him down. Sugriva called on fire, and when he landed, a spout of lava shot out of the ground and consumed the demons, leaving a scorch mark. He shot himself up again, just in time to see Ravasha pick Humbari up by his head. He tore at the bear with his nails.

"How dare you attack the master of a demon realm. How dare you try to make a demon lord look weak in front of his soldiers. How dare you—"

Then Sugriva landed on the demon's head. He hit another shoulder hard, repeatedly, then put a hand into Ravasha's mouth, pulling up on the teeth. He ripped several teeth out, and when Ravasha bit down, Sugriva howled. He took his staff and struck at the monster's sinew connecting his jaw, until it snapped, causing the left side of Ravasha's maw to hang limply. "You will not take what is mine," Sugriva cried. "You will kill no more, and your army will die with you."

Ravasha's jaw moved awkwardly, but the words came out clearly. "I will pollute the Well of Ghuma. Once I do, it will spawn as many thralls as I need. Then I can claim the gate to heaven, and this world will be consumed by chaos."

"What?" Despite the struggle, Sugriva's mouth slowly opened. The demon was delirious. Monkey called on the fire in his fist, thrust it down Ravasha's throat, and tried to stoke it until it exploded. But nothing happened. "No. Give me one more shot," he whispered. "Ishva, if you can hear me, I need this."

The fire burst in his hand, though barely. There was a small burn, but the fire on Sugriva's hand went out. The demon gurgled.

Then a fire immolated his hand, crawled up his arm, and it consumed him, eating away at his hair and making his skin red. Ravasha tossed the burning monkey aside.

***
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THE WORLD WAS BLACK when Sugriva came to. Heavy weights crushed down on his chest and legs, and he could feel them shift as people—or creatures—walked over it. He could make out slimy scraping above, and realized definitely creatures. Jaya was overrun, which would make sense. It wasn't in great condition before he passed out from being set on fire.

He used the earth staff to jettison himself up into the air. He surveyed the city and found a mostly intact building to land on. The demons frenzied seeing him and clamored up the siding. Sugriva launched himself away repeatedly. The demons picked up their pace at the scent of fresh and active blood. As Sugriva continued, he watched as abominations burst into houses, then dragged out victims who couldn't get to the city center. He wanted to intervene—to save them all—but he knew he couldn't. He also knew they were unimportant in comparison to stopping Ravasha from reaching the Well. At best, when possible, Sugriva used his staff to snuff out the victims.

In view of the Well of Ghuma, Sugriva climbed up a tree to avoid the demons below. They looked up briefly as the tree shook, but it didn't keep their interest with all the warriors and monks ahead.

Ravasha limped up the path. Several warriors fought him, and he dispatched each in kind, gaining more ground with every kill. The path was slick with their blood, every stone touched either in crimson or the ruddiness of dried blood.

Divyan was there fighting. Humbari was nowhere to be seen. He likely went off to the palace to make sure Prince Anka remained safe. Meanwhile, warrior priests fended off Ravasha from the irreplaceable Well. Sugriva cursed the short term thinking of General Humbari.

Sugriva launched off and up toward the Well. He dropped in the water and called the liquid to coat his bare skin, soothing burned flesh. The priests were astounded, tripping over themselves from monkey's sudden appearance, but Sugriva ignored them. "Divyan," he said. "I need you to fight Ravasha with me."

The hawk smirked. "They said you were dead. I said you're a ghost and death has no hold on you. Here you are. The Ghost of Sankive." He took out a spear with a jade tip and intricate designs. "Lead the way."

The two men charged down among the priests, moving past the final three gates keeping Ravasha from the Well.

Sugriva spat water and guided it into Ravasha's eyes. He swept for the demon lord's knees. The demon swung down two swords, and Sugriva shifted into a monkey and let his inertia pull him behind the demon's legs. Then he cut up and caught a hamstring. Ravasha dropped to a knee, howling, then swung back, knocking Sugriva off the path. A second pause reattached the severed hamstring. Ravasha charged through the priests and Divyan, then shouldered through another gate. Wood shattered and iron twisted, clanging as it was thrown to the ground. Several monks were killed by splinters and the doors falling. Then Ravasha kicked down the supports, and stone fell and crushed more people.

Sugriva thrust down his staff, steadying himself, then jumped back into the battle, taking a crack at the demon's skull. His aim was off with the flying debris distracting him, and he missed. Divyan flurried, but the jade-tipped spear was rebuffed. Ravasha grabbed the spear during one of the thrusts and dragged Divyan toward him.

Monkey launched a side shot to the skull, which reverberated up the staff and stung in Sugriva's hands. Ravasha struck against a rock wall, and Sugriva struck again and again until Divyan lodged the spear in the demon's torso. Divyan snapped the spear and thrust the broken tip in with his palm, making sure it was deep as the wound sealed over it.

Ravasha threw Divyan, and the hawk shifted to fly, keeping an eye on the monstrosity. Another gate shattered, and Ravasha took one of the pillars and threw it at Divyan. The hawk dodged lazily.

Sugriva poured out water, and let it run over his hand. The stream felt like it pulsed, and he called to it, creating a tendril. The tendril struck, rushing down the demon's throat, filling his lungs. Ravasha waved his hand through the stream, and Sugriva lost his connection. The monkey had a small amount of water left, but certainly not enough to drown the demon.

With a single cough, Ravasha cleared his lungs. "One more gate. These priests can't do anything. You can't do anything. Give up. Flee."

He speaks the truth. Kneel before him. He will still take you. The voice racked his head, but he pushed it down, and it hurt his chest. He parried an attack, then thrust, but Ravasha moved aside. The opening was a grave mistake, and multiple swords came down. Skin and bone shrunk as Sugriva became a monkey, thwarting the attacks with some contortion.

When Ravasha put the fifth weapon into the ground, Sugriva willed his staff to grow, striking Ravasha in his scorched throat hard enough to lift him from the path. The demon rolled onto his back. The skull shifted through the skin, and his legs shifted so he landed on them.

Ravasha, back on his feet, slammed Sugriva into the final gate. Air pressed out of Sugriva, and the monkey couldn't breathe. The gate came down, and Sugriva did his best to dodge as he fell.

"This is futility, monkey. Move aside. Let me plunge into the pool. Why would you want to defend the people who call you outcaste? Even now the priests look at you with disdain, yet you and Divyan are the only two capable of slowing me down."

On cue, Divyan swooped down and kicked Ravasha in the chest. The demon didn't even stumble. He grabbed Divyan by the ankle and slammed him repeatedly into the ground. After the third strike, Divyan's eyes rolled back and his body went limp. Sugriva grabbed a sword, rolled under the rag doll body, and thrust up into Ravasha's armpit. The general flew off the platform.

Black blood bathed Sugriva. The warmth soaked into his skin. Soon, everything turned red. The Master blesses you with great power. Use it!

Ravasha's arm went limp, but another palm struck Sugriva's chest, sending the janaav reeling. "You felt it," he said, grinning. "You felt the darkness."

The fight fell away, and instead Sugriva saw himself sitting on the throne, the corpses of those who made him feel lesser strewn across the floor. A twisted army of demons, his brood, waited to serve him. Prisha was by his side, a pleasing sight, a chain around her neck fastened her to the floor, and her wings were torn off.

A messenger said, "Ji-Wei is yours, demon lord. The other lords bow to you and your whim."

Women attended him, and young men eagerly trained to serve him. He ate as he pleased, though mostly human flesh, and the thought snapped him from the vision, disgust making him wretch.

Ichor blinded him, and he wiped it from his eyes. Where the blood touched, Sugriva noted, the flesh turned like coal with red lines crackling through. "I will not give into your visions.”

Ravasha picked up a priest and crushed his throat, tossing him aside. He stabbed another through the chest. The third he ripped in two. "How will you stop me? I just need to reach the Well. You need to kill me within a few steps."

Sugriva grabbed a sword, slid between Ravasha's legs, and thrust up. The sword caught the demon's crotch, and it howled. Then Sugriva placed his staff against the hilt and made it grow, the sword flying up until it shattered through the top of Ravasha's skull.

"I lose," the demon gurgled, with a grin. Then he laughed. "But so do you." His form turned into a large worm, writhing toward the Well. A priest cut the slithering flesh, and as the worm went over the edge, it had enough weight to fall in.

Once the flesh touched, the Well of Ghuma turned black, spreading out from the appendage. The worm went limp. Once the well turned black, the plants withered and died, and the dirt turned into a putrid smelling muck. "No," Sugriva howled. "We need to run."

The muck touched a priest, and the priest's veins turned black, his skin ashen, until it reached his head. His eyes were red, then he fell to the ground and died. Ichor expelled from his mouth.

As panic hit, the Ashtadash appeared. Wuzi contained the water, Taro Taro lifted the corrupted earth into the sky, and Ishva caused it all to incinerate into nothing, sweating from the exertion.

Hope lifted in Sugriva's chest, and was swiftly replaced by anger. "You were here the whole time?"

"And we saved your people in the end," Ishva said, brow furrowed. "They cannot stay here, and that was the truth from the beginning."
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Yosheket: The City of Three Nations
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Age of Finality

"Taro led us to Bahimatt. My son is still in Sankive, or wherever the Asthadash went." He shrugged, wiping away tears.

Dameneh touched his shoulder. "You lost a lot and gave a lot. You sound like a good man, and one day you will be a great leader."

Sugriva laughed. "Leader? I'm hardly a warrior."

"The little black boy is right," Divyan said. "You will make a great leader. Not while General Humbari is alive, but we live in rapidly changing times."

The city came into view, and a horn blared in the distance. Divyan said, "I will go ahead and let Anka know they come in peace."

The little boy held Sugriva's hand. "You survived another attempt on your life, but this time Humbari was willing to sacrifice Divyan to see it happen."

"I know." He stared at his feet. "I will be executed when we get into the city."

"No. Volden has plans for you. Great plans."

***
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DIAN XIAO LED THE ARMY and refugees into Bahimatt. His two guards were beside him, and Dameneh and Sugriva stood behind them. It was a position of honor, something Sugriva felt he hadn't earned. While Dameneh displayed the miracle of understanding languages, Sugriva only showed he could shift into a monkey and monkey-man. When Sugriva went to show off his elemental powers, they were cheap tricks compared to what the foreign warriors could conjure. It made Sugriva feel sick.

The massive gates of Bahimatt opened, and Sugriva felt like he was entering with the large army, not returning home. Horns blew and soldiers lined the streets at attention. Prince Anka and General Humbari waited at the nearest square. Prince Anka smiled, though it was reserved. His arms were behind his back, and he wore his finest jewels and silk. General Humbari was in his janaav form, arms crossed, teeth bared. He wanted battle, and his advice to Prince Anka was definitely not heeded: close the gates and slaughter them before they can usurp the city.

Once they reached the square, Dameneh's eyes rolled back, and he looked blank. Sugriva looked around, then back to the little boy. "Are you okay? Please don't die, little one, you are the only one who can speak to all of us."

The rest of the assembly was also watching, fascinated with all the strange miracles the boy had already done.

Then Dameneh mentally returned, his eyes focused. He walked up to the leader of the Dian clan, then tapped the man's forehead with his staff. The warriors fidgeted, though they stood still. "You will understand," he said, then returned to his place.

Prince Anka said, "Welcome to our city, Bahimatt. I am Prince Anka. We were the first here, followed by that boy's people. You are the third nation to enter these walls. The city is far larger than even all three of us, and we marked an area for your people."

There was a moment of silence. Dian Xiao looked confused, then glanced at Dameneh. Dameneh just smirked and nodded toward Prince Anka, then muttered something in a foreign tongue.

Xiao said, "I am Dian Xiao, daimyo of the Dian clan. This is all that is left of us. We do not come to be told where to go, but we will sit down and work with you so we may survive what is to come. In dreams, I see a city with several people mingled, not three people separated by fear of each other. It would seem Prince Anka, the little prophet Dameneh, and myself would be the heads of this city. We will make a council and discuss the future. If you would, though, show us to our temporary quarters so we can sleep. I will meet with you in the morning to discuss our future quarters."

The city looked dumbstruck. Everyone could understand Xiao's words.

Prince Anka's body quivered, his jaw set. "We will meet, and my generals will be there. You can bring whatever council you already have—"

Xiao raised his hand, cutting off the prince. Prince Anka was taken aback enough to actually stop talking. Xiao said, "I understand you were here first. I understand you have honor and expectations. I am here to tell you, we have our own traditions and ways. Your general is not my equal, just as mine are not yours. They will not be present. Should your generals sit in on our council, I will consider it an intentional stain on my honor. I will cut you and your men down and work only with Dameneh, since your people will suddenly be without leadership. They will be as a snake without a head, a corpse flailing about as if with purpose, but it will not know where to go. We will pick it up, skin it of that which clings to you, and consume those who will join our ranks." He paused. Humbari's rage was barely contained. Then Xiao said, "You will go to the council, without your generals, correct?"

Prince Anka was shaking, a growl emanating from the back of his throat. Then the tremors subsided, and the prince squeaked out, "We have an understanding." Regaining his composure, he announced more assertively, "But we will have Sugriva, and he will be executed by the end of the day. He is dangerous, touched by chaos, and we have endured his violent temperament long enough."

Xiao looked back to Sugriva, then to Damaneh. He looked to Prince Anka, then let out a belly laugh. "You send a man meant for death to greet us? Do you send your grandmother's corpse to great foreign dignitaries? You threaten to slight me. If the monkey-shifting-thing is struck down, you slight me and we will slaughter you where you stand. The consequences of bloodshed are preferable to the shame of dishonor. If you let him live, then you have not slighted us. Make your decision, little prince."

Prince Anka took a step back. General Humbari took a step forward. Sugriva prepared for a battle, but Dameneh put a hand on his leg and shook his head. "It'll be okay." He smiled that boyish smile.

"The monkey will live," Prince Anka said between gritted teeth. "He will remain with you or Dameneh, and he is not allowed into our sectors on pain of death. He is a nuisance, and you will want to be rid of him soon enough."

Xiao bowed. "Thank you for this consideration. We look forward to settling this city together for the coming war."

"War?" Prince Anka asked.

"The demons follow you. The gods follow us. You don't think there will be war? Perhaps you're not fit to be on the council at all." He laughed and his two guards chuckled with him, including the one without an arm. Sugriva wanted to laugh at the repeated embarrassment heaped on Anka, but he held back.

Humbari roared, "You will not talk to the prince that way. He is good and wise, and you are a speck in comparison."

Xiao nodded, and the one-armed warrior known as Kotoji stepped forward. He held a long, studded club in his left hand. Xiao said, "My samurai challenges your bodyguard on my behalf. Your servant speaks out of line and should learn his place."

General Humbari roared, "He is missing an arm! How can this be a fair fight? You speak of slights, and this is the warrior you will have me kill?"

Kotoji snickered and said something. Xiao translated. "He believes you will die at his hands.” There was a pause. “I mean hand. Will you take his insult?"

General Humbari growled.

The two walked to each other, and in the blink of the eye Kotoji conjured the earth to his club and slammed a hammer into the bear's gut, sending him flying back. When Humbari was about to land, Kotoji clacked his wood sandals against the ground and a pillar of earth came up to meet the bear in the back. Humbari spat blood and rolled on the floor.

"Up," Prince Anka commanded.

The bear tried, and even shifted into a man. "I can't," he bellowed. "I can't feel my legs." Tears slipped down his cheeks.

Xiao said, "I look forward to our negotiations tomorrow. Please tell your men to know their place." Xiao bowed and walked off.

***
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Find out the origin story of Kotoji, the one-armed samurai, in the War of Chaos and Order Volume 4!
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