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CHAPTER 1
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TAARA

A swirling mist. The chime of anklets in the long grass. A voice in the wind.

Stay with me, my queen, my love.

Stay…

The new queen of Abhaya sat up in her bed as the remnants of the dream faded from her mind, although the sadness that always came with it lingered in her body like a stone wedged between her ribs. It was a mystery to her—a dream of a place she had not been, a voice she did not know, a longing she could not name. The same dream had come to her many times over the years since she was a girl, but in the week since she had been crowned, it had come every night, its colors more vivid, its feelings ever more real. Who are you? she silently asked of the voice in her head, but heard only the gentle coo of the pigeons that nested in the palace alcoves in reply.

Then there was a clucking of a different sort as the silk curtains drawn loosely around her bed were pulled open, and Taara looked up into a stern face as familiar to her as her own reflection. “Ut! Get up! So much to do before our guests arrive, and the queen thinks she can sleep all day, is it?” The older woman continued to fuss and grumble as she tied the bed curtains together, shooed away a bird that had wandered inside, and sipped from a cup of tea, just as she had every morning for twenty years—the warm, sweet tea the only thing Taara would drink after being weaned from her mother’s breast. When she was satisfied the tea posed no threat, she held the cup out, but instead of taking it, Taara fell back into her pillows, gazing at the canopy above her.

“Can’t you make some excuse?” she asked, already knowing the answer. “Tell them I’m unwell or that I’m lame or that I’m cursed. Dooseri-Ma, please, tell them anything. I’m not ready.”

Bala’s lined face softened at the words. She had been Dooseri-Ma—second mother—to the princess Taaratajini for two decades, and to her mother, Queen Suvarnatara, beloved ruler of Abhaya, the southernmost gem in the Samjayan Empire, for the two decades before that. Taara had been the subject of comparisons to her mother all her life, and Bala often spoke with pride and exasperation in equal measure about the ways the two were alike—both strong-willed, quick-tempered, and independent of spirit. Of course, Taara also knew her Dooseri-Ma’s fears for her, overheard in quiet exchanges never meant for her ears. Suvarnatara had captured the heart of a prince who respected the matrilineal lines of power from which Abhaya drew its strength, a man who had loved her for who she was. What if… Taara had heard it whispered—between her parents or between Bala and the women of her mother’s chamber, in hushed voices, concern etched on their faces when the question of Taara’s marriage prospects arose—what if here, the princess’s path was destined to diverge from her mother’s?

With her right hand, Bala waved a quick circle around Taara’s head, as if tracing a crown that was not there, then brought her palm to the folds of the cotton sari draped across her chest: a gesture that both summoned the blessing of Goddess Yusara and warded off the evils Taara so blithely suggested. “It’s in Her hands,” Bala said, holding out the cup again. “And Abhaya is in yours.”

Taara reluctantly sat up and accepted the tea that was offered. Bala stroked her hair as she drank, her fingers combing through to the ends that now curled just below the girl’s ears. A week before, Taara’s hair had fallen past her waist in thick, shining curls that Bala had spent countless hours washing, combing, and trying to tame. Then, as tradition demanded, on the night before her crowning, the princess had cut off her hair and made an offering of it in the Temple of Yusara, burning it in the sacred fire so it could not be used to cast spells against her. A sacrifice of beauty for power. When she had appeared before her people, it had been without veils or flowers or other adornments. There was only the princess Taaratajini, named for a falling star, holding her shorn head high and wearing the simple gold crown that had made her into a queen.

But the crown does not make the queen. Bala had told her so often enough. No one had yet told her what would, but something in Taara already knew. It was days like today that would bring her closer to who she must become. It was her wedding day. The next step in her journey as Abhaya’s queen. The right step. The only step there was to take.

Bala took the empty cup from Taara’s hands and said, “When you are dressed, your mother wishes to see you.” Taara looked at her with raised eyebrows. Locked away in one of the Red Palace’s many spiraling towers, guarded from prying eyes and wagging tongues, with only a view of the sea and her crumbling mind for company, Queen Suvarnatara had not spoken a coherent word in more than a month. Bala shrugged, as if to say, If you want to know, ask her yourself, before she turned and left Taara alone with her goddess and her thoughts.

I could lock myself in this room and never come out, Taara thought as she stood and stretched, standing before the ornate shrine to the goddess that spanned one wall of the chamber. The goddess was carved in sandstone four times over, depicted in each of her four incarnations as the Mother, the Lover, the Warrior, and the Sage. Each statue had a place of honor, elevated on its own gold platform, garlanded with fresh flowers, and surrounded by colorful diyas that burned with fragrant oil. I could get on a horse and ride far away from here. I could flee, I could hide, I could die. If the goddess was sympathetic to Taara’s thoughts, she made no sign. And as the rumble of the growing crowd outside the palace gates reminded her, Taara knew there was only one thing she could do.

She opened her door and made her way through the interconnected rooms of the women’s quarters, following the sound of laughter and squabbling and song, until she came upon her serving girls, already up and waiting for their queen. Excitement for the wedding feast and festivities ahead made their spirits high, and Taara had to force herself to smile, to let herself be embraced and teased and fussed over as any bride might be. After all, what greater hope could a woman have than a fine husband? What greater joy for a queen than to find her king?

Taara had agreed to the marriage to the prince of neighboring Nandapore, as all her mother’s advisors had assured her it was what was best for Abhaya, and Taara’s very existence was molded around service to the city that she would one day rule—one of the seven kingdoms that made up the Samjayan Empire. She had always thought of her inevitable marriage to some prince within the empire as a vague future necessity, a natural progression in her path toward becoming queen. But now that it was upon her, Taara felt instead, for the first time, like swerving from the path altogether and running in the opposite direction.

The girls of her chamber were girls she knew well, or as well as a woman could know those who served at her command. She knew their gentle hands, their small happinesses and heartbreaks tied to the world beyond the Red Palace walls. That was not a world to which Taara belonged. Her place was here, where she was safe, where she was loved. And today, her girls truly showered her with doting affection steeped in anticipation for the arrival of the handsome prince of a husband she had yet to meet. They fed her rice cooked in coconut milk, handfuls of milky sweets, and ripe morsels of mango and apricot. They mixed in a clay pot a paste of turmeric and lemon juice and applied it generously to Taara’s arms, neck, and face. Although like her mother in stature—tall and lean—she had inherited her father’s complexion. Had she been a princess of the Tiger Islands, she might have been considered a beauty for the rich dark brown of her skin, but in the empire proper, a face resembling the full moon was considered the height of beauty. And so, Taara submitted to the lightening mixture they insisted on painting her with every other day, even though it was plain to see it had little effect.

Afterward, they scrubbed her clean, and then she sat squirming under their fast-moving bits of thread that stripped the hair from her body with the precision of tiny blades. They scented her skin with jasmine oil, then began arguing among themselves about how she should be dressed, which of her many jewels, passed down through generations of queens, she should wear. Delicate strings of diamonds mined from the Minadori Mountains, emeralds the size of a robin’s egg, pearls that fell in enough layers to cover a body like opalescent cloth, heaps of gleaming gold studded with precious gems—the choices were stunning, and for Taara, they were a stark reminder of the legacy of matrilineal power in which she now took her place. Her marriage had been arranged in such haste, there hadn’t been time to have new bridal attire made, and with her mother unwell it had seemed a frivolous expense. Instead, Taara watched as what seemed like every piece of clothing and jewelry every queen of Abhaya had ever owned was paraded in front of her, and for a brief time, she let herself be buoyed by the beauty of it all, the history of Abhaya’s great queens spread out before her, waiting for her to create herself in their image.

When at last the girls were satisfied and set her before the looking glass, Taara hardly recognized the woman she saw. There was barely any woman to see underneath all the finery. The golden crown of Abhaya was all but lost beneath the richly embroidered crimson veil that covered her head, then swept across her tightly fitted blouse and fastened to her heavy multilayered skirt, shimmering with gold thread and intricate patterns of beads and mirrors. Taara’s thin lips were painted with vermilion to make them darker and fuller; her eyes lined with kohl, making them sharper and wider in her narrow face. She was bedecked with too many jewels to count: From her forehead, to her ears, nose, neck, and wrists, she glittered and gleamed from every angle, a vision of regal elegance come to life.

“You’re so lovely! Brighter than the moon! Just perfect!” the girls chorused. They heard the drums approaching and the roar of the crowd rising, and they flocked to the screened alcoves to witness the spectacle of a king’s arrival.

Bala arrived with a pair of slippers in gold silk, woven through with tiny gems that sparkled in the sunlight. She knelt at Taara’s feet and gently fitted each shoe to a smooth, perfumed foot. She looked up at Taara and offered a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Well, don’t keep them waiting,” she said. “Go, child. You’re ready.”

I’m not ready, Taara thought, a girl of twenty whose stomach churned with doubt and dread. But it was Queen Taaratajini who spoke, her voice even, her face serene, as she said, “Open the gates. And tell my betrothed he is most welcome in Abhaya.”

The girls dispersed and Bala rose, offering Taara her hands. Taara took them and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet, the strange weight of her finery setting her off-balance. “To the tower first,” Bala reminded her.

“She won’t speak to me,” Taara said, a note of bitterness creeping into her tone.

“It’s every bride’s right to seek blessings from her mother on her wedding day,” Bala replied. “So, she will. She must.” Bala paused, then asked, “Do you wish me to come with you?”

Taara shook her head. “No, Dooseri-Ma,” she said. “Go, see to our guests.” With a hand touched lightly to Taara’s cheek, Bala took her leave, and Taara reluctantly made her way up the winding stairs to the room at the top of the east tower where her mother was slowly going mad.

All Taara’s life, she had lived in awe of her mother, the great Queen Suvarnatara, fearless and beloved by all. The strongest woman Taara knew. But in the weeks leading up to Taara’s twentieth birthday, something had changed. Her mother’s wits—always sharp—seemed to dull overnight. She began to forget things she had known all her life, to talk to shadows on the wall, to wander the palace halls in the middle of the night cackling or wailing or staring into empty spaces, seeing things that were not there. The People’s Queen, who held court daily, suddenly disappeared from public life. The people couldn’t know, couldn’t be allowed to think less of their queen, to doubt her favor with the goddess. So, Taara, Bala, Zamu-ji—they all lied. The official story, as Taara’s uncle offered it, was that while walking in the palace lemon grove, Queen Suvarnatara had been bitten by a snake and its poison had left her paralyzed. The best physicians from across the Samjayan Empire were tending to her, and it was expected that by the grace of the goddess, the queen would make a full recovery—although there was no telling how much time the goddess might require to see her healing done.

The room Taara entered was small, with a single barred window, a bed, and a cloying scent of henna paste heavy in the air. As usual, the space was scattered with clothes, books, half-eaten food, half-painted pictures. The walls were covered in strange scribbles, like words in a language that didn’t exist. From one corner of the room, a sandstone statue of the goddess in her incarnation as the Sage overlooked the scene with unseeing eyes. And wedged behind the shrine, in a pool of silk and shadows, Queen Suvarnatara rocked back and forth, humming to herself, her eyes as vacant as the stone goddess’s.

“Mother?” Taara crouched, careful of her finery, peering around the goddess’s outstretched orb. “My betrothed has arrived. The prince of Nandapore. Do you remember?” If the queen heard her daughter’s words, she made no sign. Taara tried again. “Mother, I am to be married to him today. It’s my wedding day. Zamu-ji said it’s what you would have wanted for me, what’s best for Abhaya. Is that true?” Against her will, Taara heard the pitch of her voice rising, felt the tightening of her throat as she held back tears. The emperor had indeed sent his best physicians to attend the queen, but so far, none could offer any remedy for what ailed her, and they had left Taara with little hope that she would ever see her mother returned to her true self again. Now Zamu-ji kept the queen, his sister, under lock and key—for her own protection, he insisted—but with every passing day, Taara felt her mother more a prisoner than a patient. Taara visited her mother almost every afternoon, but no matter how much she pleaded, threatened, cajoled, and cried at her mother’s feet, nothing cut through the fog in Queen Suvarnatara’s eyes.

“The wind sweeps all the pretty birds into the hunter’s snare, but only one will sing for you.” It was a tuneless refrain, mumbled words in place of the queen’s humming. Her mother spoke now only in such meaningless riddles and rhymes, when she spoke at all, and despite knowing the unlikelihood that today would be any different, Taara had secretly, desperately believed that it would; that this day—her wedding day—would be the one day her mother might come back to her. But it was not to be.

Taara reached out a bejeweled hand and stroked her mother’s tangled hair. “Be well,” she whispered. “By Her grace, be well.” She stood, fighting the weight of her skirt, and turned to leave. She could hear her mother’s quiet, senseless song behind her, muffled as the heavy door closed between them. “Only one, only one, only one will sing for you. Listen not with your ears but with your heart, and the song will set you free.”

Instead of going to meet her betrothed, Taara felt herself drawn back to her bedchamber, back to the shrine to the goddess. One red sandstone figure stood taller than the rest, her right hand raised in blessing. Taara touched her hand to the goddess’s and closed her eyes. It seemed that this Mother was the only one from whom she would receive blessings today. Taara touched her fingertips to her forehead, then her heart, before turning her back on the shrine and leaving to face the day ahead.

And so it was that only the pigeons fluttering in and out of the alcove were there to see the lotus etched into the goddess’s palm begin to glow. Only they were there to watch her stone eyes open.







CHAPTER 2
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BHEDIYA

From her third-floor balcony on the west-facing side of Chandanee Mukan, through the uneven buildings lining the narrow street, Bhediya could see just a sliver of the sea. She fixed her eyes on the water and watched as the blazing red sun sank below its surface, leaving the sky over Nandapore streaked with shades of orange and pink. In her palm, a ball of fire the size of a small plum danced and flickered in the evening breeze. Garj would be feasting in his new home with his new people. His new wife, a pretty princess of Abhaya, would be feeding him bites of fresh fish, sweet plantain, all the choicest dishes her cooks could prepare. And then he would take her to bed…

Stop. Don’t think about it. Bhediya closed her eyes against the pictures she conjured, but there were his hands encircling his wife’s waist, there were his lips pressed to his wife’s neck, his breath warm on her cheek, his eyes locking with hers as he filled her up. Flames began to peel off from the ball in Bhediya’s hand to travel down her fingers and set each fingertip ablaze, even as the ball itself began to shift and grow, lapping at her wrist and showering sparks on the balcony floor.

“Be careful with that.” The deep voice behind her startled Bhediya out of her reverie and she quickly refocused her energy, taming the flames back into an obedient ball. Smiling brightly, she turned and flung it at the Norvardarian ambassador’s head. As expected, he easily deflected the fireball with a wave of his hand, turning it to a wisp of smoke in the air between them. Bhediya had some skill as a spellcaster, but the elvenkind had powerful elemental magic of their own, and she knew she was no match for what Akio could do if he tried. “Do you launch such assaults on all your clients, or am I just lucky?” Akio approached her as he spoke, a half smile playing on his lips.

“I thought elves didn’t believe in luck,” Bhediya said. Akio was only a little taller than her, but he was all taut muscle. When he reached out to stroke her cheek, she could feel the power he possessed, controlled but surging right below the surface. Bhediya pressed her painted lips to the back of his hand, leaving their red imprint on his black skin. She tilted her chin and gazed up at him with innocent eyes. It was an old but effective trick, and after nearly two decades at Chandanee Mukan, Bhediya knew them all.

Akio laughed softly and shook his head. “Come inside,” he said, taking her hand. “I have something for you.”

Bhediya let him lead her back into her room, the biggest and best in the House of Moonlight. There was ample space for the soft woven rug covering the floor, the round table inlaid with ivory and two chairs, the decorative shrine to Goddess Yusara reclining in her incarnation as the Lover, the full-length oval mirror framed in gold against the wall, and of course, the huge bed with its four wooden posts and silk canopy in the middle of the room. Near the door, a screen painted with peacocks partitioned off a bathtub and water basin, several pieces of cloth neatly folded and stacked, and a row of baskets—one filled with soaproot, one filled with vials of oil and pouches of herbs, and one filled with phalluses of different shapes and sizes made of bronze, silver, and sandalwood. One didn’t become Nandapore’s most in-demand courtesan without collecting a few such useful items along the way.

Akio drew her before the mirror and produced a necklace from the pocket of his trousers. It was the head of a wolf in profile, carved in obsidian with one ruby eye, hanging from a silver chain. Bhediya met Akio’s reflected gaze as he fastened the clasp around her neck. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. A wolf… because Bhediya means wolf?”

“It’s not just a name. It’s who you are. It’s…” Akio stopped, swallowing whatever words he had thought to say. “It’s a gift. Who knows, it may be useful to you someday. Keep it close.”

“Useful how?” she asked, but he was already reaching around to untie the silk robe she wore, letting it fall to the floor. Bhediya let her mind go blank as he turned her around to kiss her mouth. This part had always come easy for her.

Her family had been poor; the elemental magic in her mother’s blood had been diluted by drink and her father’s violence, and so had never been of much use to help their family survive. Even at fifteen years old, Bhediya had been a rare beauty, so when Chandanee-Ma had shown up on their doorstep offering to buy her, it had seemed like a gift from the goddess herself. To live in the palatial House of Moonlight with its purple walls and silver doors, to dance for admiring eyes, to share every kind of pleasure imaginable with the men and women who paid handsomely for her company—it had all been like a dream come true, a destiny she had gladly embraced. Chandanee-Ma had been a formidable woman back in those days, and she still was, although she had softened a bit with age. She took good care of the girls, didn’t cheat the clients, and over the years had built up the reputation of her house, so that today Chandanee Mukan was easily the finest establishment of its kind in all of Nandapore. The fee simply to enter its doors was exorbitant, and Bhediya was accustomed to entertaining merchants with more money than they could count, nobles from every far-flung corner of the Samjayan Empire and beyond, even a few kings from time to time.

Kings like Garjan. The thought came unbidden, and with it, the searing remembrance of the way he had kissed her last night—as if he would devour her whole. Bhediya abruptly tore her mouth from Akio’s, sudden tears stinging her eyes.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, swiping her hand across her face and smiling her most beguiling smile as she began to undress him. “Shall we lie down?”

Shall we lie down, Your Highness? Bhediya remembered so clearly that first time with Garj, some ten years ago now. It had been in this very room—although it certainly hadn’t belonged to her then, but a visit from a prince of Nandapore called for the best the house had to offer. Out of all the girls there, he had chosen her. She had served him wine, recited for him the poetry of the sages, and eventually taken her clothes off for him. All his swagger had instantly disappeared, replaced by genuine awe of her naked body, and then the nervous excitement and awkward fumbling of a teenage boy touching a woman for the first time. It had been over quickly, as first times often are, but even then, she had felt it—the spark igniting between them.

Bhediya struggled to clear her mind of memories, to be present with Akio as he pushed inside her, but every touch that wasn’t Garjan’s felt wrong, now that his touch was beyond her reach. He had never cared about her profession, just as she hadn’t cared when he took other girls to his bed. A hunter of hearts, he had been called in his youth, a play on his namesake, Lord Garjanathan, god of the hunt. It didn’t matter. They always came back to each other. Garj unlocked something within her, something that amplified the elemental energy she was still learning to control. She had spent so long ignoring it, holding it in, holding it down. Her beauty had made her enough of a target when she had first arrived at Chandanee Mukan, she hardly needed to add spellcaster to the reasons for other girls to hate her. Even then, and more so now, elemental magic was a mistrusted thing in Nandapore, and so were those women who still possessed it. But with Garjan, she had felt it right from the beginning—the way the fire in her blood ran hotter and burned brighter when he watched her dance, when he made her laugh, and especially when they came together in love. Sometimes it was more than her body could contain, and she could see the reflection of her fire in his eyes as it blazed through them both, a living white heat that consumed them in the moment and left the sweetest pleasure in its wake.

I’ll come back for you, he had said, the night before he left to meet his bride.

You idiot, she had wanted to scream, you stupid, naive prince. How would it look for the new king of Abhaya to return to Nandapore just to fuck his whore? His wife would never allow it. More importantly, his brother would never allow it. Bhediya had no doubt that King Pavanathan would see the House of Moonlight burned to the ground before letting Garjan jeopardize the alliance that had at long last united the Samjayan Empire.

Bhediya turned her face into the pillow as her tears finally spilled over, neither able to explain them, nor make them stop. Without breaking his rhythm, Akio took her hand and guided it between her legs. “Go where you need to go,” he murmured.

And suddenly she was back in Garj’s arms, and his hands were in her hair and her tongue was in his mouth and she could feel the familiar heat rising. It was Akio inside her body but Garj inside her head, Garj making her back arch as his fingers worked the jewel that made her wetness flow, Garj’s skin glistening like polished mahogany as he moved between her thighs, Garj making her scream as he brought her to shuddering climax. And then he was gone.

Bhediya and Akio lay side by side for some time, saying nothing, until finally she turned to him. “Akio, I’m sorry. It wasn’t—” But he touched a finger to her lips.

“I do not ask for what you cannot give,” he said. It was a gift worth more to her than all the necklaces in Nandapore.

Bhediya shifted her body so that her head rested on Akio’s chest and said, “Ask me something else, then.” She traced the outline of the leopard hidden within the snaking vines tattooed from his shoulder to his hip. It was dark in the room now, but she knew the pattern from memory.

“All right, answer me this—all the kings in the empire ride to Abhaya for a wedding feast ordered by the emperor,” Akio said. “Tell me, then, why does the emperor himself ride here, to Nandapore, instead?”

Bhediya sat up, her hair falling like a length of black rope across Akio’s neck. “The emperor is here?” she asked, even as the hope rose, unruly, in the back of her mind. Perhaps there won’t be a wedding after all.

Folding his hands behind his head, Akio said, “I think this hasty alliance between Abhaya and Nandapore has some purpose beyond strengthening the empire as our king suggests. Your prince hasn’t married for love, you can be sure of that.”

“I don’t know about strengthening the empire” Bhediya said, “but I do know that things are getting worse here in Nandapore. Just yesterday, a Norvardarian ship was set on fire in the port.”

“I know.” In the darkness, Akio’s voice was weary, as if this conversation was one he had already had, many times over.

“In the New City, teahouses are refusing service to elves.”

“As long as brothels don’t start refusing service to elves,” Akio quipped, trying to lighten the mood.

“Akio, you have to be careful,” Bhediya told him, undeterred. “Don’t you have a daughter to think of?” He got up and moved to the washbasin to splash cool water on his face. The lamps in the room flickered to life as he passed. “What will you do?”

He turned to face her, and she could see the thoughts moving behind his eyes—all that was known, and all that must yet be uncovered. Bhediya drew her knees into her chest and watched him, chin in her hand. It was not the first time Nandapore’s secrets had passed between them in the House of Moonlight. For a courtesan of repute, seduction and discretion were two sides of the same coin. “We know the emperor arrived under cover of night with a Sanamiri escort—but whether His Eminence is their prisoner or their conspirator, I cannot yet say,” Akio said. “I believe they’ve hidden him in the Sanamirian embassy.”

“They’ll never let you in.”

Akio laughed. “I don’t intend to knock.” He was speaking more to himself than to Bhediya when he said, “The Sanamirian embassy is fortified by muscle and magic both, but there must be a way in. The question is, how in the name of Ontorom do I find it?”

Bhediya thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t know. But I know someone who might.”







CHAPTER 3
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GARJAN

It’s getting hotter,” Garjan said to his brother’s back as their horses plodded along at the head of the procession.

Pavan laughed. “You’re imagining things. Or perhaps you get hotter the closer we get to your bride!”

Garjan scowled and said nothing. It was only a three-day ride from Nandapore to Abhaya, but already he felt a world away from the crowded, chaotic city he loved so dearly. Pavan had always been destined for the throne, but if Pavan was Nandapore’s head, Garjan was its beating heart. He had grown up in Nandapore’s sprawling royal grounds, but curiosity about the world beyond the palace walls had him sneaking out into the city from the time he was old enough to devise plan after plan to do so.

Garjan had quickly learned the shortcuts through Nandapore’s winding streets, the stalls that served the best sweets, the shopkeepers who were honest men and those who were consummate cheats. The combination of the prince’s good looks, quick wit, and never-empty change purse usually worked in his favor. Over time, he learned other things as well, as the darker side of the city was revealed to him—where to find the opium dens, the gambling halls, the brothels and taverns where deals could be made to buy or sell just about anything or anyone for the right price. Now just shy of his twenty-eighth birthday, Garjan had made his fair share of mistakes, enemies, and narrow escapes, but he had also made many friends, counting among them some of Nandapore’s finest thieves, scribes, spellcasters, and whores. And today, he was leaving them all behind.

“Why get married at all?” his friend had asked as they had sat drinking together the night before in Chandanee Mukan’s Hall of Bells. They were well taken care of in the House of Moonlight, their cups never allowed to run dry as they lounged comfortably among the plush velvet cushions, only half watching the topless girl dancing in the open circle of floor in front of them.

Garjan had shrugged and mumbled something about duty, to which Roland had merely rolled his eyes. “What duty?” Roland had demanded. “You’re not king. Nobody expects you to produce an heir. Hasn’t that brother of yours already produced twenty brats in line for the throne?”

“Six, actually,” Garjan had replied. “And another one on the way.” It had been twelve years since Pavan had married Kumari, a pretty, soft-spoken princess of Kundar, and it seemed to Garjan there had barely been a day since the wedding that she had not been with child.

“Maybe deep down you want to get married,” Roland said, absently flipping a silver coin. “Maybe you’re ready to settle down, raise a bunch of little princes of your own in some sleepy palace by the sea.” Garjan had a retort ready but had paused, momentarily distracted by the gold coin flashing in Roland’s hand—the same coin that had been silver only a moment before. He knew it was merely a sleight of hand. It was only womenkind and elvenkind who wielded any real magic, after all, but spellcaster or not, his friend always seemed to have a trick or two up his sleeve. “You’ll be king of Abhaya,” Roland continued. “You’ll settle the quarrels of fishermen by day, fuck your wife by night, and live a long and happy and utterly boring life.” Roland raised his cup in mock salutation.

As if on cue, the musicians in the corner stopped playing and the dancing girl bowed and disappeared behind the heavy curtains that enclosed the space on all sides. There was silence in the room. Then, the sound of ankle bells, as slow footsteps approached the dance floor from behind the curtain.

It was her. His Diya. His light in the dark.

She was seduction come to life: her hair a curtain of black silk, free-flowing to the curve of her bare waist, her shapely legs just barely visible beneath the semi-sheer skirt sitting low on her hips, full breasts straining against the thin fabric of her blouse, lush lips and wide eyes. The musicians began her song, and it was as if her movements alone had cast some spell over the hall, although Garjan doubted there was anything of elemental magic in the desire rising palpably in the room. That was purely carnal. But she was a prize no one else could buy, not when the prince of Nandapore was there. Everyone knew she danced only for him. Later, when they had tumbled into bed together, it had been as it always was with them—all pleasure and heat and magic barely contained.

“I’ll come back for you,” Garjan had said.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she had replied.

Even now, if he closed his eyes, he could still feel her, hear her, taste her. She was a part of him, as vital as the blood running through his veins, and no rituals or vows to join him to another could change that.

“Where are you, brother?” Garjan opened his eyes to see that Pavan had slowed his horse and now rode alongside him. The disapproving glare being fired his way told him that Pavan knew all too well where his mind had wandered. “Look around, your people have come out to welcome their new king,” Pavan said. “The least you could do is play the part.” He spurred his horse forward as the drummers picked up speed.

Garjan did look around then, and realized they had crossed into Abhaya some time ago and were now approaching a red sandstone palace. Pavan waved a jewel-heavy hand and tossed out a last fistful of coins, to the delight of the crowd lining the wide road, before a drawbridge was lowered, inviting their procession to cross the moat surrounding the palace and enter the open gates.

The courtyard in front of the palace was empty, save for a shrine to Goddess Yusara, patron and protector of Abhaya since the beginning of time. The goddess was portrayed in her incarnation as the Sage, holding an orb in one stone hand, the ring of fire encircling her head burning low and bright. A chicken pecked lazily at the offerings of flowers, fruit, and ghee placed at her feet. It was a far cry from the splendor of Nandapore Palace, where guests were greeted by disdainful peacocks strutting around a majestic fountain, a row of life-size marble elephants, and the twin lions of Nandapore’s flag, cast in solid gold, flanking the grand rune-inscribed main entrance.

Turning his gaze upward, Garjan caught glimpses of dupattas fluttering behind the screened alcoves dotting the palace facade. He sensed the murmur of women’s voices and knew there were many eyes on him. He wondered if his soon-to-be wife’s eyes were among them. When he ran a hand through the dark waves of his hair, scanning the alcoves and letting his mouth turn up ever so slightly, he knew exactly what kind of figure he cut in his tailored silk tunic, regal atop his fine horse. He heard a giggle in response, and there was comfort in that at least—that even here, in goddess-favored Abhaya, the girls were no different than those in Nandapore.

From within a sandstone arch, wooden doors opened and an old man leaning on a staff hobbled toward them. He was followed by a small horde of servants who formed a line behind him, awaiting commands. With some effort, he lowered himself to one knee and bowed his head before Pavan, who dismounted and placed both hands on the man’s bony shoulders. “Zamuthara-ji,” he said. “First Advisor to Her Highness the Queen of Abhaya, defender of the city, and loyal servant to the empire. Rise and let us embrace, for you have brought our great cities together. Abhaya and Nandapore are no longer mere neighbors. From today onward, we’re family.”

The man stood and Pavan enfolded him, holding him fast until he wheezed. Still, he smiled a gap-toothed smile and said, “King Pavanathan, you honor us with your gracious words.” He turned to Garjan, still on his horse, reluctant to put feet down in this place that was to be his home. “And you, Prince Garjanathan,” he said, “Abhaya welcomes you. May you find favor in the eyes of the goddess and be granted peace, prosperity, and joy for all your days in her city.”

“Thank you, Zamuthara-ji,” Garjan said stiffly, using the term of respect for an elder more out of habit than any real reverence. On the contrary, he felt a surge of irrational hatred for this man, brother to Queen Suvarnatara, uncle to his bride, arranger of this marriage to the new queen of Abhaya. It wasn’t the old man’s fault, Garjan knew; it was a fault of his fate alone. Born a prince of Nandapore and a second son, when it came to alliances made by way of marriage, he had the right to neither choose his own match nor refuse the match made for him.

A gust of wind swept through the courtyard, scattering the offerings to the goddess and blowing up clouds of dust in its wake. Garjan’s horse reared, loosing his sword from its scabbard, and through the dust, he thought he saw movement in one of the Red Palace’s towers, a flash of a woman’s face behind iron bars. Garjan dismounted and picked up his sword, then stroked the horse’s mane soothingly. He sheathed the blade, but it felt good to have his steel within close reach. When he looked up again, the face was gone. Garjan followed Pavan and Zamu into the Red Palace, casting one last look behind at the statue of the goddess, her crown of flames doing battle with the wind.







CHAPTER 4

[image: Circular illustration featuring abstract floral and leaf patterns with various shapes and lines interwoven throughout the design.]
ROLAND

Roland leaned against the stone wall behind him and blew smoke into the street, waiting for the city to wake up. It was hard to catch Nandapore at rest—there was always something happening on the docks, in the market, in the trading houses, temples, and taverns—but there was a window of time just before the dawn when the air was almost fresh, the streets quiet, the city calm. It was Roland’s favorite time of day.

By the time he had smoked his bhang roll down to the end of its betel leaf wrapper, the sky was starting to lighten and people were beginning to stir. Piss and water and food scraps were tossed from windows into alleys, bells rang for morning prayers, children shouted to one another from rooftops, and the first fish carts began to roll by, heading straight from the sea to the market at the city center.

“Hey, Bhuta! You want a ride?” The woman leading her mule-drawn cart around the side of the house was short and plump, with a round face and a wide smile for her foreign friend and sometime tenant.

Roland strolled up to the cart. “I would take a ride,” he said. “But what’s in it for you, Shamini-ji?”

“Wah! I offer a simple kindness and you say what’s in it for you?” She feigned indignance, mocking his northern accent. Roland waited. After a pause, she said, “Well, now that I think of it, I could use a strong young man like you to help me unload all this. Then I won’t have to rely on those ruffians always hanging about, looking to take advantage of a woman on her own.”

Roland had to laugh. The boys who milled around the market looking for work every day had far more cause to be wary of Shamini than she of them. “I’m afraid I’m not all that strong,” he told her, “and not all that young anymore either, but I am at your service.” He punctuated the last words with a bow and a flourish of his hands.

“Then stop wasting time and get in,” she said.

Roland climbed onto the back of the cart and settled himself among the brightly colored woven mats and baskets Shamini carried to the market. “Where’s Vishal today?” he asked her as the mule continued its slow climb toward the market square.

“Sick, as usual,” Shamini replied.

Roland gave a snort. Drunk as usual, he thought.

“Oh, I know what you think of that husband of mine,” Shamini said, “But if he’s going to spend all my money, I’d rather he drink it away than spend it there.” She jerked her head in the direction of Courtesan’s Row, the narrow street lined with pleasure houses. “They’re all spellcasters, you know. Using their black magic to trap good, honest men.”

“You give us men too much credit,” Roland said. “We’re simple creatures, easily trapped with no more than the magic between a woman’s legs.” Even as he said it, his eye wandered to the side of the road, where a young man was pulling bricks from a pile of rubble next to a crumbling wall. Roland watched his shirtless torso ripple as he moved, skin dark and gleaming, hair curling, damp against his forehead. For a brief moment, the man’s eyes met his and something flared hot between them. He raised an eyebrow at Roland, grinning as the cart passed by. In the northern country of Theoland, where Roland had been born, his pale skin and sandy hair made him utterly ordinary, but here in Nandapore, he stood out in every crowd, even when he tried to disappear.

Roland shifted in the cart, glancing back at both the bricklayer and Courtesan’s Row disappearing behind them. Shamini’s words gave him an uneasy feeling. When he had arrived in Nandapore as a boy some thirty years ago, the city had been full of spellcasters and elemental magic practiced openly by elvenkind and womenkind alike. In recent years, however, the bloodlines passed down in the centuries since the Great Blast had become thinner, murkier, leaving fewer and fewer women with access to the elemental magic. At the same time, Nandapore’s current hot-headed but pea-brained king had taken the throne and seemed to make it his personal mission to rid the city of magic entirely. It had happened slowly at first—anti-spellcaster propaganda appearing on signposts in the market, occasional raids without cause on elven businesses, even on those catering to Nandapore’s elite in the New City. Now public mistrust of anyone deemed a spellcaster, including the tens of thousands of elves who called Nandapore home, was widespread, with intolerance often shifting to violence, as the attack on a Norvardarian textile trading ship just the night before had made abundantly clear. The irony of the Sanamiri becoming the king’s muscle on the streets—despite being elvenkind themselves—wasn’t lost on Roland. Self-hating cunts.

The reality as Roland saw it was that Pavan could preach about progress and prosperity for Nandapore from the safety of his fucking palace from dawn till dusk, but anyone with eyes and ears on the ground knew better. “Your brother would realize his Sanamiri goondas are doing more harm than good in the city if he wasn’t so busy kissing the emperor’s ass,” Roland remembered telling Garj, but the kid hadn’t been listening, distracted by a pair of tits and a pretty face. And now Nandapore’s problems were no longer his.

The market was already alive with activity when Shamini’s cart pulled into the square. Roland took it all in—the smell of fish and flowers and balls of dough frying in hot oil. The sounds of animals and people and music blending together into a cacophony of commerce, hundreds of stalls offering anything and everything, treasures and trinkets, the practical and the extravagant side by side for sale to the highest bidder. There were no fixed prices here. Everything was a negotiation.

Shamini had somehow finagled a stall right in the center of the square, where several paths met and crossed. While she argued good-naturedly with the man setting up his brass and iron pots and pans next to her about moving his wares over just a little bit, Roland began to unload the cart. He sorted and stacked items according to Shamini’s directions, until she was satisfied with the display and ready to do a day’s business.

“Thank you, Bhuta,” she said. It was an affectionate nickname based on both his white skin and his knack for appearing and disappearing in the blink of an eye. It was something he had been called for so long now that he suspected people thought it was his real name. And sometimes he truly felt like a bhuta—a ghost—floating through the city, transparent and tied to nothing. Just a shadow passing through the pages of Nandapore’s story.

The air was becoming thick and hazy, and Roland decided it was time to move indoors where he could take cover from the oppressive pre-monsoon heat. He knew every shortcut through the maze of stalls and easily made his way to the east end of the market, then grabbed a rickshaw to cross the bridge over the canal, into what seemed like a different city entirely. Here, the roads widened, flanked by swaying trees and lush greenery. Estate houses, inns, embassies, and shops with guards stationed at the doors lined streets so clean they fairly shone. Farther along, the gated enclaves of the city’s wealthy were laid out in a neat grid, surrounded by gardens and crystal clear, man-made ponds. Even from where he stood, smoking a roll of bhang outside of a teahouse, Roland could see the golden spheres of the Mahada Temple, brilliant against the blue sky, and beyond that, the highest pinnacles of Nandapore Palace. It seemed to him to be two cities smashed into one, separated only by a square, but growing ever farther apart.

Roland had hoped that by midmorning, people would have finished their breakfasts and the teahouse might have cleared out, but he wasn’t the only one seeking shelter from the heat, and most of the tables were still occupied. No matter, he thought, taking a seat at a table in a corner. I’m not likely to run into anyone I’d rather not see. It was why he had come all the way here in the first place. Naturally, he was mistaken.

Had Roland seen the mustached man just a few seconds sooner, he might have been able to slip away unnoticed, but by the time he recognized the angry red face, the man was already charging forward with a pair of goons in tow. “Thief!” the man cried. “This is that slum bhuta who stole my ring. Did you think I wouldn’t track you down?”

“I’ve stolen nothing, sir,” Roland replied evenly. “I merely took payment where payment was due.”

“Payment!” the man sputtered. “You come to me with filthy lies about my wife and dare to ask for payment in return? I should have your thumbs for this.”

“I prefer my thumbs attached to my hands, thank you all the same,” Roland said. “And you hired me to find your missing wife, which I did. The fact that I found her in someone else’s bed is neither your fault nor mine, and hardly negates my right to fair compensation for services rendered.”

“Return the ring at once,” the man growled.

“I would, gentlemen, believe me, I would if I could, but I don’t have it.” Roland leaned back in his chair, already mapping the possible escape routes in his mind.

“Where is it?” the man demanded.

“I sold it to a jeweler in the market.”

The man’s face grew pinched and pained. “That emerald has been in my family for decades, and you sold it to a low-level pawnbroker?”

“I wouldn’t say low-level, maybe more midrange—”

“Get him out of here,” the man shouted. “Teach him a lesson he won’t soon forget.”

His men hauled Roland out of his seat and dragged him outside. Roland was a quick draw, but even if he could have reached the dagger he carried, he was outmuscled by the rich man’s dogs.

The first punch split Roland’s lip so that he tasted blood and the second landed between his ribs, knocking the wind out of him. Roland braced for the next blow as a fist swung toward his head, then hovered in the air an inch away from his eye. The arms that held him released their grip and his attackers went still, their faces blank, their eyes open but unseeing.

“Apologies for the intrusion, but I need a word with this man.” It was an elf who spoke, Norvardarian and high-ranking at that, from the looks of the silk tunic he wore and the gold medallion bearing the leopard’s head hanging around his neck. But Roland had no idea who he was or why he had intervened.

“Release my men, spellcaster,” the owner of the ring seethed. Every word was infused with his hatred for the elf before him and the power he wielded with such ease.

“They’ll wake unharmed,” the elf replied. Then, turning to Roland, he said, “Walk with me, friend.”

Roland contemplated running—he knew where hidden stairs under the bridge led into the city’s tunnels, where he could hide for a few hours if need be—but then thought better of it. Along with their spells and sorcery, the elvenkind were also bloody fast. Jamming his hands into his pockets, Roland fell into step beside the elf.

“Why not just give the ring back?” They had been walking for some time before the elf posed the question.

“How did you…” Roland began, patting the ring, which he indeed still had, tucked safely away in a hidden pocket sewn into the inside of his vest, but then he stopped and shook his head. It was a pointless question with an answer he could never fully understand. “It’s a matter of principle,” he said instead.

“Fair enough,” the elf replied. “My name is Akio. I represent the Federation of Free Elvenkind with ties to the land reclaimed from the Great Blast, now called Norvardar in the common tongue.”

Roland paused to parse the formal introduction. “You’re a Norvardarian ambassador.”

“Correct,” Akio said. “My job is to maintain the positive relationship between Norvardar and Nandapore. And to ensure the well-being of the Norvardarian elvenkind who call Nandapore home.”

“Tough job these days,” Roland said.

Akio made a sound that was neither agreement nor dissent, and they walked on. A few paces farther and Akio said, “I believe we have a mutual friend in the House of Moonlight.”

Roland had many friends in many of the houses on Courtesan’s Row, but he knew without asking exactly who Akio meant. “What can I do for you, Akio?”

“I hear you’re a man who knows how to find things.”

“You might say that. What are you looking for?”

“The emperor.”

“The emperor is in Abhaya for the wedding feast of Prince Garjanathan and Queen Taaratajini… isn’t he?”

“No,” Akio said. “He’s here.”

Roland followed Akio’s gaze to the massive iron gates where they had stopped and came face-to-face with a three-headed serpent entwined around a sword. Looking at this emblem of the Sanamiri that stood watch at their embassy gates, Roland had the strange sensation that, despite being carved in smooth black stone, the statue was… moving. Roland took a step back and sized up the place. Armed guards at every door. No visible windows. No balconies, trees, torches, or banners. It was merely an imposing building in the daylight, but at night, it would blend right into the dark.

“Are you sure?” Roland asked. Akio nodded. “And you can’t just…” Roland waved his hands and wiggled his fingers in the direction of the embassy. “Do whatever it is you do?”

Akio shook his head. “That isn’t…” he began, but then sighed and said, “No, we can’t just do what we do, as you say. They’ve set up defenses specifically against us. They are elves too, after all. They’re still our kind, even if they don’t play by our rules. I need to find another way in and then to find His Eminence. Can you help me? You will be well paid for your trouble.” At Roland’s hesitance, Akio added, “In gold.”

Roland considered. On one hand, he had no desire to fuck with the Sanamiri. He preferred to keep his theft petty and his services spell-free. And even aside from whatever elvenkind powers the Sanamiri possessed, there was nothing magic whatsoever about the spears they carried, supposedly to protect the city, or the likelihood of ending up at the wrong end of one if he agreed to what Akio asked. But on the other hand… He eyed the hefty medallion around the ambassador’s neck. Even a quarter bar of Norvardarian gold would keep him in good comfort until the year’s end. And besides all of that, even as Akio had been talking, a plan had been forming in Roland’s head. “I’m in,” he said. “Meet me at Beggar’s Bridge after sunset.”







CHAPTER 5

[image: Illustration of a lotus flower with intricate patterns and details, featuring teardrop shapes hanging from the petals.]
TAARA

Taara perched on the edge of the unfamiliar bed, the day’s events playing through her mind in flashes of color and fragments of feeling strung together on a thread of slow-moving time. The morning seemed like years ago now, when the Queen’s Council had formally accepted the scrolls laying out the terms of the proposed alliance, even though they already bore the seals of Abhaya and Nandapore, signifying the agreement of both parties to the union. Then, in the Temple of Yusara, behind the Red Palace, Queen Taaratajini and Prince Garjanathan circled the sacred fire three times. He touched his sword to her veiled head and said the words he was told to say, and she placed a crown on his head, welcoming him to Abhaya as her husband and its king.

Other guests had arrived throughout the day—royalty and emissaries from all over the empire, although the emperor himself remained absent. Music played and wine flowed freely as the wedding feast began. More food was brought out than Taara had ever seen—heaps of freshly fried fish, flatbreads fragrant with cumin, quail eggs swimming in spiced gravy, bitter melon stewed with shredded coconut and prawns, mountains of sweets spilling like brightly colored gems from platters passed from one end of the banquet hall to the other. Taara knew it was a feast meant to make an impression, but she couldn’t help but feel a prickling of annoyance at the sheer waste. Nobody starved in Abhaya, but nobody had much more than they needed either, maintaining a balance that pleased the goddess and kept the seaside city thriving. Everything in balance, her mother had said often enough. That and by Her grace were the queen’s most common replies to the disputes and grievances brought before her, but no one questioned her judgment. In fact, many who crossed the drawbridge back into the city after a royal audience at the Red Palace claimed it wasn’t merely Queen Suvarnatara they had spoken to but Goddess Yusara herself. Taara, on the other hand, felt no connection to divine grace of any sort. She was ordinary. And if she had secretly believed something would change—she would change—on the day the crown was placed on her head, she had been left disappointed. The crown wasn’t magic; it was merely a weight.

Taara had never been to Nandapore herself, but she had heard of their decadent feasts, as she had heard of the opulent comforts afforded to their rich and the poverty and squalor suffered by their poor. Nandapore was a city of dreams that her serving girls spoke of with stars in their eyes, but the thought of such a place, so plagued by imbalance, was repellent to the young queen, and she would have been happy never having cause to go there at all. Now Nandapore had come to her instead.

Had she eaten the food placed in front of her? Taara couldn’t remember. She did remember peeking around the embroidered edge of her dupatta at the stranger she had married seated in the throne next to hers. Her serving girls said he was handsome, and she supposed he was. He looked like a picture of a prince in a book. Taara didn’t know what she had expected to feel for her new husband, but looking at him sitting where her father used to sit, accepting gifts and words of congratulations from guests, the air of authority in his voice, Taara felt nothing at all.

Her girls had escorted her from the hall, not back to the women’s quarters and her own bed, where she longed to be, but to the shared quarters of the king and queen. For years, the elegantly furnished rooms, made up of two sleeping chambers, a large bathing room, and a sitting room with a table, two chairs brocaded in velvet, and a tiger-skin rug littered with plush cushions, had been the domain of her parents, and Taara had never been much concerned with what they did when they disappeared behind closed doors together. Yet when Bala had come to unfasten and unpin the clothes and jewels she wore, leaving her clad in only her cotton nightshift, Taara began to worry about all that she did not know.

“What must I do when he comes here?” she had asked.

Bala had only said, “He will know what to do, child. There is pain in planting the seed and pain in bearing the fruit, but this is what the goddess asks of us. Seek Her strength to endure it.”

Now Taara sat still as a statue, cold despite the warmth of the night, until a knock at the chamber door brought her to her feet. She tucked a stray curl behind her ear, clasped her fingers, then crossed her arms, then finally dropped her hands to her sides and, taking a deep breath, called, “You may enter.”

The king of Abhaya opened the door, still wearing his richly embroidered tunic and trousers, his new crown still gleaming on his head in the light of the room’s lit torches. It didn’t seem fair that he should be fully clothed and she nearly naked, and Taara shifted self-consciously as he stared at her. Neither of them spoke, until Taara finally cleared her throat and said, “I hope the feast was to your liking. I know it was perhaps not as grand as what a prince of Nandapore is accustomed to.”

“It was well done,” he replied, and then, with a slight smile, “It was a warm welcome. Thank you for that.”

“Thank my uncle,” Taara said. “I had nothing to do with it.” She realized immediately how callous it sounded, even if it was true, but she didn’t know what else to say. He will know what to do. That was what Bala had said, but the man in front of her seemed just as much at a loss as she.

“I had some wine brought up,” he said at last. “Would you care to join me for a drink?”

Taara frowned. “Wine dulls the senses and muddies the mind. No queen of Abhaya touches it.” Could it be possible he really didn’t know any of their ways?

“Ah. Forgive me, I’m not yet familiar with your customs.” They stood in awkward silence for a few moments longer, until he turned and left the room.

Taara sat back down on the edge of the bed and waited, but her husband didn’t return. Eventually, curiosity got the better of her and she followed him into the next room, her bare feet soundless on the sandstone floors. He was sitting in a chair, cup in hand, sword in bejeweled scabbard leaning against the wall. He had taken off his crown and shoes and shirt, leaving him naked to the waist, and was looking pensively at the almost life-size painting fixed to the wall.

“My parents,” Taara said.

He nodded, then turned to look at her, hovering between the bedchamber and the nearest chair. “I’m sorry Queen Suvarnatara is unwell,” he said, and Taara felt her stomach turn over the way it always did whenever anyone mentioned her mother these days. Anyone who didn’t know the truth anyway. “They talk of her even in Nandapore. She’s something of a legend.”

The couple in the painting wore serious expressions on young faces, but it wasn’t how Taara remembered them. Her father had been the youngest prince of seven from Tamravar, one of the only settlements in the wilds of the Tiger Islands, and even as king-consort in Abhaya, he had always seemed more at home outdoors than in the confines of the Red Palace. Taara most clearly remembered her mother and father lounging in the lemon grove, laughing, touching when they thought she wasn’t watching. They had loved each other and they had loved her and she would have traded everything she had if it meant she could have both of them back, even for a single day. “They were happy,” Taara said softly, which was true. It should have been a comfort to have them there in the room watching over her, but it was not. They had been stolen from her—one gone missing and presumed dead while visiting his ancestral home in Tamravar, the other taken by madness. Looking upon them now only reminded her that she was alone.

“I never knew my mother,” her new husband said. “She died when I was born.”

“You were raised by your father, then?”

“I was raised by my servants,” he replied. “And my brother, when we got older. He always tried to look after me, especially after our father died.”

Taara paused. She had thought not to mention it, but now she couldn’t stop herself. “He looks after you very well indeed, judging by his… thoughtful wedding gift.”

Most of the gifts presented to them at the feast had been a bore to her, and even the giant gilded cage draped in fabric hadn’t been of much interest. A pack of trained hunting dogs or a pair of dancing bears, she had guessed. It was only when King Pavanathan had ordered the covering removed and the true contents of the cage revealed that Taara had felt her breath catch in her throat and her eyes widen in disbelief. They had been a tangle of hair and limbs and anklets and bracelets, bound together with silk scarves and the delicate gold chains around their waists, their naked bodies painted with gold dust, all swaying hips and seductive smiles. Six girls in all, a modest harem for the new king and queen to enjoy.

The prince—the king—leaned forward in his chair and rubbed his eyes with both hands. “I didn’t ask him for that,” he said. “I’ve never wanted a fucking harem—not my father’s, not Pavan’s, and certainly not one of my own.”

Taara was taken aback, both by his admission and by the coarse language he used to express it. “If you don’t want them, what do you intend to do with them?”

“You’re the queen,” he replied. “Do with them what you want.”

Do with them what you want. The words sent a jolt through Taara’s body, a feeling she didn’t understand, but he didn’t give her any time to think about it. “It’s late,” he said, rising from his chair. “We should go to bed.”

Taara gripped the back of the chair in front of her. “Yes,” she said, “of course.” She moved woodenly back to the bedchamber, her husband following behind her. When she turned to face him, she found him closer than she had expected and she instinctively took a step back. Her mouth was suddenly dry, her heart beating too fast. This feeling she recognized. It was fear.

Stop it, she admonished herself. Is this any way for a queen to behave? She set her mouth in a firm line and tried not to flinch when he reached out and ran the backs of his fingers down the length of her bare arm, raising goose bumps on her skin. Rationally, she knew she couldn’t be in any real danger. Whatever he meant to do to her must be the right thing to do. So why did it all feel wrong? Panic clamped down on Taara’s chest, and her eyes darted to the door. Could she make a run for it?

“Is there someone else?”

Taara looked up at him, startled by his question, and met warm brown eyes searching her face intently. “Please tell me the truth. It doesn’t matter to me if there is or was another, or even many others, but I need to know—have you shared a bed with another man?”

“No,” Taara answered, “I don’t… I’ve never…” She struggled to find the right words, then simply said, “No. There’s no one else.”

He nodded once, then retreated to the bed and sat down, opening a space between them that allowed Taara to breathe again. “You don’t need to be afraid of me,” he said to her.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she replied, standing a little taller and lifting her chin defiantly.

“Good,” he said, extending an arm in her direction. “Then come here.” Taara tentatively took the hand that was offered and felt his thumb tracing soothing circles in her palm until he spoke again. “I made a vow to protect you,” he said quietly, “and I always will. Whatever happens, Queen Taaratajini, you are not alone anymore.” And somehow, Taara knew it was true. She wanted to tell him he was not alone here either, wanted to tell him about Abhaya, about her mother, about herself, but just as she was gathering courage to speak, he stood. “You must be tired,” he said. “I’ll leave you to your rest.” He placed a kiss lightly on the back of the hand that he held, then let it go and walked away.

“Taara.” He turned in the doorway at the sound of her voice. “You can call me Taara.”

“You can call me Garjan,” he replied. He smiled at her then—a dimpled smile that softened the chiseled lines of his aristocratic features. “Taara and Garjan,” he mused. “I suppose that makes me a hunter of stars.” And then he was gone, closing the door behind him.

“Ut! Ut! Up now! So much to do and the queen thinks she can sleep all day, is it?” Taara woke the next morning to Bala’s familiar scolding and was momentarily confused at her strange surroundings until she remembered where she was. Bala tested the girl’s tea, then handed her the cup as she helped her from the bed and barked orders at the trio of serving girls she had brought with her. “Draw a bath for the queen and bring fresh clothes. And you, take the bedsheet to Zamu for King Pavanathan.” She pursed her lips and muttered, “Men always ask for stupid things like that.”

Taara watched, puzzled, as they stripped away the coverlet, and then she frowned at what she saw—blood on the sheet covering the thick pallet of feathers and straw. It didn’t make sense. She wasn’t injured, and it wasn’t even close to her courses. She was about to say as much, when she heard Bala sigh with relief. “A thousand praises in Her name,” her Dooseri-Ma said. “Their king will be pleased. You’ve done well, my star.” She turned to look at Taara when she said, “Don’t worry, it gets easier with time.”

There was no time for questions as Taara was whisked away, bathed, dressed, and fed, her serving girls exchanging sly glances and teasing remarks that Taara didn’t follow but smiled at anyway, holding her tongue. She was finally deposited in the Red Palace’s meeting hall, where the Queen’s Council, which now included her husband, was assembled. She greeted them and then took her place at the head of the long table. Abhaya’s advisors talked among themselves, sipping cool water freshened with lemon and sharing news from abroad gathered at the previous night’s festivities. Zamu spread out the maps of the empire across the table, carefully placing the figurines that represented armies, allies, trade shipments, and threats respectively in the regions where they belonged. Taara’s eyes were drawn to the ruby glinting on his gnarled finger. Her uncle saw her staring and shook his head with a sheepish smile. “A modest gift from King Pavanathan for my efforts, inconsequential as they were, in securing this alliance, although I am quite certain it was all in Her hands.” Zamu lifted his eyes heavenward and made the sign of the goddess, circling his own head and touching his hand to his heart with a reverent sigh. His eyes darted from Taara to Garjan and back before he dropped his voice and his gaze. “I trust all is well with my queen this morning?”

Taara nodded, and with a slight bow in her direction, Zamu turned back to his maps, making his way to the other end of the table. “Your brother is most generous,” Taara said, shifting in her seat next to her husband. It still felt strange to sit where her mother should be sitting.

“He can be,” Garjan replied. “May I pour you some water?” No servants were allowed to hear what was discussed around the Queen’s Council table, so those gathered were left to serve themselves. But someone always served the queen.

“Thank you,” Taara said, and he placed a stone cup before her. Just as he withdrew his hand, her eyes fell on his wrist and the edge of a bandage on his forearm. She thought back to the night before, when he had held her hand in his. He had worn no bandage then. She looked at him with a question in her eyes.

“I told you,” he said, his voice low enough so that only she could hear. “I’ll always protect you.” He pulled the sleeve of his tunic down to cover the bandage completely. Taara put her confusion aside and called the meeting to order but barely listened to the matters of state being discussed.

Who was this man she had married, who her mind said to trust but her body said to fear? Would he love her as her father had loved her mother? Would she come to love him? And if not, how could they spend their days—and nights—together? Taara stole a glance at Garjan and saw that his thoughts too had wandered away from the table where they sat. She noticed for the first time how tired he looked, and how sad. Without thinking, she reached for his hand under the table, something to anchor him in whatever storm he faced. His gaze never shifted from the clouds billowing outside the window, but she felt his fingers interlace with hers, stronger for being locked together.







CHAPTER 6
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BHEDIYA

As twilight darkened Nandapore’s streets, the houses up and down Courtesan’s Row lit up. And none shone more brightly than Chandanee Mukan. A eunuch stood watch on either side of its double doors, inlaid with silver panels depicting Goddess Yusara in her incarnation as the Lover, a pantheon of demigods worshipping her body with theirs in a dozen different configurations. Only those guests who had requested and received permission from Chandanee-Ma to enter were permitted inside.

From the circular foyer, where guests were relieved of their shoes and their weapons, there were two hallways winding around the House of Moonlight’s wide silver staircase—one that led to the Hall of Bells and one that led to the kitchen and a small parlor. The parlor was where Chandanee-Ma could usually be found, dressed as she always was in a simple cream-colored sari, her black hair streaked with silver wound into a bun at the nape of her neck. It was where deals were made and accounts were settled and, occasionally, a few bones were broken. It was well known that patrons who mistreated the courtesans of Chandanee Mukan were handled swiftly with efficient violence. Bhediya knocked on the parlor door—three raps in quick succession, then two, then two again: a slowing heartbeat that told Chandanee-Ma exactly who was outside.

“Enter,” Chandanee-Ma called.

Bhediya came into the room, closing the door behind her. On a cushion in one corner, a girl of ten sat with one leg crossed over the other, plucking out a delicate tune on a sitar. Her eyes were open but her hands moved along the neck of the instrument, which was bigger than her slight frame, without sight to guide them. At the sound of the door opening, she stopped playing and cocked her head to listen.

Chandanee-Ma sat at a teak table, sifting carefully through piles of gold and silver coins and making illegible notes with a stick of charcoal on a cheap parchment scroll. A few loose gems and a silver bracelet set with sapphires gleamed among the coins, waiting for her appraisal. It had been a very good night. The Hall was full, and every one of her girls would earn a generous sum before the sun came up. She looked Bhediya over, and Bhediya saw the pride in her gaze. Chandanee-Ma wasn’t her mother by birth, but she had given her a life—a good life—nonetheless. Bhediya crossed to the table and dangled from her henna-stained fingers a string of pearls adorned with a gold pendant in the shape of a cross. “A gift from the duck.”

“The duke,” Chandanee-Ma corrected her, although they both knew the northern nobleman’s title perfectly well. Chandanee-Ma reached out to touch the pendant. The gold wasn’t pure, but it had some weight to it. “You don’t want it? The duke has already paid well for the pleasure of your company tonight, and”—she raised a questioning eyebrow at Bhediya—“received it?”

“He has,” Bhediya replied, “and I don’t.” She let the necklace fall into Chandanee-Ma’s open palm. The proprietor of Chandanee Mukan examined the cross more carefully, rolling the pearls between finger and thumb, biting them in turn and scraping at them with her fingernails, until she could be satisfied that they were indeed true pearls. While Chandanee-Ma examined the duke’s gift, Bhediya went to kneel next to the young sitar player, who turned in her direction, and smiled. “I could hear you playing from the hall, Chitra,” Bhediya said. “You get better every day. Perhaps some evening, I’ll invite you to play for the prince of Nandapore himself.” If he ever comes back.

Chitra’s face lit up at the praise. Then she said quietly, almost shyly, “There’s something else I want to show you, didi.” She extended one hand slowly, her brow furrowed in concentration.

“Another time, Chitra,” Bhediya said. She snuck a furtive glance at Chandanee-Ma, who was absorbed with her prize, then quickly slipped a silver coin from inside her blouse into the girl’s hand before rising to return to Chandanee-Ma’s table.

“Nothing from Akio, then?” Chandanee-Ma asked. “He was here last night, wasn’t he?”

Her tone was light, but Bhediya knew she must tread carefully. Akio’s gift was not the type of trinket Chandanee-Ma would so easily pass up.

“He was, Ma,” Bhediya answered. “But he seemed preoccupied with other matters. I thought it best not to ask.”

Chandanee-Ma let the silence hang in the air for a moment, then said, “No matter. His credit is good. I’m sure he won’t come empty-handed next time.” From beyond the parlor door, they heard the faint swell of music from the Hall of Bells and the raucous cheering of drunken men. Chandanee-Ma’s mouth twitched. “Everyone’s feeling generous tonight, it seems.”

“Yes,” Bhediya agreed. “All the girls have done well. A good night for the house.” Between a trading party from Theoland, some elvenkind silk merchants recently returned from Norvardar, and the usual crowd of Nandapore’s old and new wealth alike, the House of Moonlight was full. Some had only paid the entrance fee, but many had paid for pleasures beyond the Hall of Bells, and Chandanee-Ma kept careful accounts of what each girl made for the house. After making back whatever Chandanee-Ma had paid for them initially, as well as continuing to contribute to the upkeep of the house and the girls, Chandanee-Ma allowed the courtesans in her employ to keep a portion of their earnings and whatever other gifts they might be given. Some girls spent their money on clothes, or wine, or potions promising eternal youth and beauty. Some had family debts to pay or children to feed. Some bought passage on ships traveling to far-off places where they could have a new life, a fresh start. Bhediya, for her part, returned most of her gifts to Chandanee-Ma. She had no use for them, as the things she desired could not be purchased with gold. “If no one else has asked for me, I think I’ll retire to my room.”

“Tell the doorman we are not accepting any more guests tonight before you go,” Chandanee-Ma replied. As Bhediya left the room, she heard Chitra’s sitar pick up again. Then the sound was drowned out by the din of music from the Hall of Bells.

Bhediya peeked between the heavy curtains enclosing the hall. One of the younger girls danced in the open space, to appreciative hoots and whistles from the crowd. Other girls served wine and lit opium pipes, and the Norvardarians had a girl nearly naked on the cushions between them. In a corner of the hall, a girl kissed a client who had either paid her fee for the night or who she hoped could be convinced to do so. These days, Bhediya rarely worked the Hall of Bells. She didn’t have to anymore. She only took the stage when Garjan was in the audience, both because he loved to watch her and because she loved to be the subject of his gaze.

Bhediya delivered Chandanee-Ma’s message to the eunuchs at the door, then made her way up to the third floor. At the top of the stairs, she stopped a girl carrying two empty wine jugs back down to the kitchen to ask for water to be brought to her room for a bath. It was an arduous task, and Bhediya saw the girl’s face fall. “There’s a silver coin in it for you if you’re quick about it,” Bhediya told her. “Two if the water is warm,” she called as the girl hurried off. Bhediya remembered being at the bottom of the house’s pecking order, everyone’s servant, maid, and scapegoat. There had been girls in the house then who had gone out of their way to make life miserable for her, even though she had been little more than a child. Looking back, she realized that her tormentors, who she had seen through naive fifteen-year-old eyes as sophisticated women of the world, had been only a few years her senior, disguising jealousy with cruelty, barely more than children themselves.

Alone at last in her own room, her bathtub filled with warm water, Bhediya wasted no time before stripping the clothes from her body and coiling her long hair into a bun, which she pinned atop her head before climbing into the tub with a chunk of sandalwood-scented soaproot and scrubbing all traces of the duke from her skin. The fragrance of the soap brought with it a rush of memory so vivid that for a moment, Bhediya could have sworn Garjan was back in the room with her. They had shared so much here. Their bodies, yes. But also—themselves. To everyone else, he was the cocky, handsome, good-humored prince of Nandapore. To her, he was Garj. Garj, who let her hold him as he cried helpless tears over his brother’s cruelties. Garj, who sometimes paid just to sleep next to her. Garj, who had listened intently when they stood together on her balcony and she confessed her dream to one day run the House of Moonlight.

“It’s silly,” she had said, immediately regretting saying it out loud. Nobody came to Chandanee Mukan to hear a whore’s dreams, after all.

But he had taken her hands in his and replied, “It’s not. You have as quick a mind as the shrewdest merchant in the market, you’re known in all the right circles, and you are exceptional at what you do. You could do so much for the girls here.”

“Maybe… build a little school.”

“Build anything you want.”

Bhediya had deflected, yet unsure of the intimacy growing between them, in and out of her bed. “And what of you? What does a prince who wants for nothing dream of?”

He had run a hand through his hair and smiled, but it was a rueful thing. “Ever since the day I was born, my future’s been planned out for me. I was never given the chance to dream.”

A step toward him, breathing him in, her heart already inexorably, dangerously, his. “Do you dream now?”

“Only when I’m with you.”

Had he kissed her then? Fucked her? Fallen asleep with his arms wrapped around her? The memories all blurred together, and Bhediya let the soaproot sink to the bottom of the tub as her fingers found their way between her legs, just as Garj’s used to when they had bathed together after making love.

I want to hear you scream again. His mouth against her ear, his voice low, sending a tremor down her spine.

Is that a command, Highness? Her splashing water at him and laughing as he bit her earlobe. Laughing until his fingers found their mark and her laughter turned to moans as she writhed against him, so close, so close…

“Bhediya!” Her eyes flew open and her hand froze. Someone was knocking on her door and calling her name, first in an urgent whisper, then in a voice that grew louder as the knocking became more insistent. “Bhediya, open the door.”

She climbed out of the tub and threw on her robe, tying it loosely around her wet body. She opened the door to Chandanee-Ma’s tightly drawn face. “What is it?” she asked. No sooner had the words left her mouth than she realized something was wrong. Where she should have been able to hear music and voices from downstairs, there was only deafening silence.

“You have a guest,” Chandanee-Ma said, indicating with a slight incline of her head that this guest was only a few paces behind her. Bhediya stepped into the hall and looked past Chandanee-Ma to the figure at the top of the stairs. She gasped and shrank back into her room, pulling her robe more tightly closed around her.

“You said no more guests tonight,” Bhediya whispered.

“He’s paid,” Chandanee-Ma said. “They’ve all paid.” Bhediya raised her eyebrows. All? How many of them were there? “He wants you. Only you, no one else.”

Bhediya briefly wondered what would happen if she turned her guest away, and then decided she would rather not find out. “It is a rare honor for the Sanamiri to grace the House of Moonlight with their patronage,” Bhediya said in a voice loud enough for the elf waiting in the hall to hear. “If I can be of any service, it would be my pleasure.” She left Chandanee-Ma to show her guest into the room while she went quickly to her dressing table to let down her hair and apply a touch of vermilion to her lips. She heard the door close and turned to face the stranger with a smile.

The creature before her looked young, but it was impossible to tell his real age. He could as easily have been twenty years as he could one hundred and twenty. His stature gave the impression of a mere boy, as elvenkind in general were shorter than human men, but the Sanamiri were smaller still than even their elvenkind brothers from Norvardar. They were closer to the earth, closer to the elvenkind of old who had existed long before the birth of humankind. They still kept the old ways, the old spells, worshipped their old god, and mostly lived apart from a modern world that shunned them in return. Except with regard to the opium. The poppy flower was the official (and only) export from the lands reclaimed by the Sanamiri after the Great Blast, and its trade across Astirakhanda kept the Sanamiri tied to the world, and to those who held the most power in it.

“Welcome,” Bhediya said to her unexpected guest. “Please forgive my appearance, I wasn’t expecting anyone at this hour… although I am glad you chose to come.”

“I chose nothing,” the elf replied. “This has been preordained.”

Bhediya approached him slowly. “So, our meeting is fate?” Her tone was suggestive, her hands moving to loosen the knotted belt that held her robe closed.

“If you like.”

“I thought elves don’t believe in fa—” she began to demur, but the words died on her lips as the elf was suddenly gone. She whirled around and there he was, sitting cross-legged on the unmade bed where the duke had fucked her a few hours ago. Could he appear and disappear so easily? Or had he moved too fast for her eyes to see? Bhediya didn’t know. She only knew that he was making her very nervous. “You startled me,” she told him with a laugh, trying to make her voice light.

“Did I? A spellcaster shouldn’t be so easily scared.”

“I said I was startled, not scared,” Bhediya replied. Then, warily, “How did you know… what I am?”

“I know a great deal about you, Bhediya. The Sanamiri have made it our business to follow the lines of elemental power since the Great Blast. You are our responsibility, after all. Some would say our mistake.”

Bhediya frowned. “I don’t understand,” she said. It was possible the poor creature was mad. There was something unsettling, or perhaps unsettled, about him. It was true all Sanamiri were pale, but this one—his skin was as white and smooth as marble, his black hair shaggy and unkempt, as if he had taken a knife to it himself. And his eyes—at first glance Bhediya had thought them blue, like Akio’s when he called his magic forth, but when she looked again, they flashed green, then yellow, then black. Akio had his tricks, but he was made of flesh and blood. Bhediya wasn’t sure if the same was true of her midnight caller.

“No, I suppose you wouldn’t understand.” There was such sadness in the elf’s voice that Bhediya was drawn toward him. She sat down on the bed beside him and was about to take his hand when he said, “But if I must take your life, you should know why.”

Bhediya forced her face to remain a pleasant mask, even as his words made her blood run cold. “Come now, what game are you playing?”

“I assure you, this is no game,” he replied. “What has been released, we must return. To go forward, we must go back. There is no other way.”

“No other way for what? You’re not making any sense.”

“In the time before—” the elf began.

“The time before what?” Bhediya interrupted.

“The time before you, before humankind. There was—”

“The Era of the Gods? I’ve heard those stories too, but I’m not foolish enough to believe them.”

“Let me explain…”

“Let me explain,” Bhediya cut in. “I offer you the pleasure of my company and my body. If that’s not what you came here for, I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to lea—”

The elf leaned forward and touched long fingers to Bhediya’s forehead. The world around her disappeared, and she felt herself plunged into darkness. She opened her mouth to scream, but instead sucked in the rush of wind coming at her as she fell through formless space and then sky, and then a canopy of lush treetops, to land softly in fragrant green grass. The air was fresh and sweet, and wildflowers the size of watermelons blossomed on hanging vines. Between the towering trees, brightly colored fish swam in lazy circles in pools of clear water, nothing like the scaly slabs of gray and black that arrived in baskets at Chandanee Mukan’s door each day. A sound like rolling thunder caught her attention, and walking to where the trees parted, Bhediya watched as a herd of majestic horses came over a hill and disappeared into the distance. There were no signs of human presence anywhere. It was like no place she had ever seen before.

“Where am I?” she whispered.

“You’re in Nandapore,” a voice behind her replied. “You’re home.”







CHAPTER 7
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GARJAN

The horse was moving at a gallop beneath him, shaking the sea spray from her mane, whinnying her pleasure at the new, unbridled freedom of the open beach stretching out before them. Garjan let her run, understanding all too well the joy of escaping the gated hunting trails within the grounds of Nandapore Palace. It was a new and unexpected freedom for him too—to simply leave the palace as he wished in broad daylight, no guards or servants dutifully following behind, no one waiting to report his every move back to the king. He was the king here.

Garjan slowed the horse at last and looked out over the expanse of sparkling turquoise. It was the same sea, the great Masinian, that he could see from his balcony at Nandapore Palace, but here, the water was clear and calm, lapping gently at white sand dotted with fishing boats; a different thing entirely from the churning, blackish-blue waves that crashed into Nandapore’s rocky shore and ever-bustling ports. Garjan took in the brilliant colors, breathed in the salty air, and listened to the call of gulls flying overhead. Abhaya was truly a paradise at the edge of the empire.

Diya, you would love it here. Garjan had done his best since arriving in Abhaya to push Bhediya from his mind, but she refused to be pushed from his heart. She was lodged there, and even now, he could not stop himself from imagining her at his side, reveling in her delight at the beauty all around them, undressing her slowly and letting her undress him, moving inside her as they made love in the sun-warmed surf. This isn’t freedom, Garjan thought, turning away from the water. It’s just a prettier prison.

He turned the horse around and began to make his way back toward the palace. He crossed the moat, left his horse and sword with the groom in the stable, and wandered inside. A few servants scurried about, and Garjan called to one of them, “You there, where is everyone?” The boy froze like an animal caught in his crosshairs and then fell to one knee, bowing his head before the new king. “All right, get up,” Garjan said, waving his hand impatiently. “Where is everyone?” he repeated as the boy rose to his feet.

“Pardon me, Highness,” the boy replied, “but who is… everyone?”

Garjan paused. Nandapore Palace was filled with faces familiar to him, and there had always been something happening, someone feeding him, teaching him, following him around, people playing games or music, people coming or going, always people everywhere. It had made sneaking out of the palace all the more impressive a feat. Abhaya Palace, by contrast, was quiet and full of strangers going about their lives, in which he had no part. Not yet. After a moment’s thought, he said, “Where is the queen?”

“Queen Taaratajini often visits her mother in the afternoon. Do you wish to summon her?”

“No, that’s all right,” Garjan said. “Where is my brother?”

“His Highness King Pavanathan is in the temple.”

Garjan laughed. “Are you sure about that?” Pavan wasn’t much for praying.

“He has been there all day,” the boy said, his eyes downcast, only the slightest edge in his voice betraying the anger Garjan could now see simmering just beneath the respectful facade. He waved the boy off and strode toward the Temple of Yusara, where he had been married only the day before.

The temple was a simple structure of white stone, open to the air on all sides. The main area where prayers to the goddess were offered and ceremonies were held was empty, the sacred fire he had circled now extinguished. Garjan walked through the space and down a wide flight of stairs to a terrace overlooking a grove of orange and lemon trees. At each of the terrace’s four corners, the goddess was carved into the stone, depicted in her four incarnations—the Mother raising her hand in blessing, the Warrior wielding her sword of fire, the Lover extending her hand in invitation, and the Sage holding her orb of knowledge high. And in the middle of the terrace, under a makeshift tent, sprawled on a rug and pillows clearly poached from somewhere inside the palace, was Pavan. One serving girl waved a fan in his direction while another sat at his side with a wine jug in hand. Garjan watched as his brother drank from his goblet, then placed it in front of the girl to refill. As she leaned in to do so, Pavan reached into her open blouse to casually fondle a breast. She didn’t pull away, but she did notice Garjan standing there, and in that moment of accidental eye contact, he could see her shame and her fear.

“What are you doing here, brother?” Garjan asked, doing his best to keep the irritation out of his voice.

“What does it look like?” Pavan retorted, halting his assault on the girl to take the cup she offered. “I should be drinking with the emperor today, but here I am drinking alone. Where the fuck is he? And where the fuck have you been?”

Garjan drew a pillow and sat next to his brother, placing himself between Pavan and the girl. He considered his words carefully. Pavan could be good-humored and generous, but he could also be mean-tempered and easily moved to violence. Garjan had seen evidence enough of that in the broken fingers of a careless servant or the blue-and-purple bruises that appeared from time to time on Kumari’s pretty face. “I went for a ride on the beach.”

“By yourself?” Pavan scowled. “You should appoint a royal guard. Just because this palace has no security to speak of doesn’t mean you can become complacent. You must bring reason to rule here, no more of this goddess nonsense.”

“Are you sure it’s nonsense?” Garjan asked. He had, of course, heard all his brother’s speeches before, but he thought it might sweeten Pavan’s mood to hear his own voice for a while.

“Of course I’m sure,” Pavan said. “Their queen is dying and they have passed the crown to a child, a wife you can shape to your will. Think of it, Garj—all the riches of Abhaya finally released from that shrew Suvarnatara’s control. Salt, rice, fruits, nuts, tea…” Pavan’s eyes gleamed, as if reflecting the very gold he was imagining. “Spices.” Abhaya’s chief exports of pepper, cardamom, cinnamon, and its prized saffron made the coastal kingdom a valuable gem, one that every other ruler in the Samjayan Empire was eager to get their hands on, one way or another. But Abhaya’s queen traded only sparingly, instead sending impassioned missives across the empire preaching about preserving the riches of the land, protecting the balance that pleased Goddess Yusara. Pavan clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Their goddess has been a greedy bitch for long enough, hoarding her wealth when it could have been used to make the empire stronger all this time. But now, we stand on the brink of greatness. Mark me, brother—the empire is ripe for war, and this union is how we win. In a few years, once you have a line of sons to solidify our power here, Abhaya—and all its bounty—will be ours.”

Garjan rolled his eyes. “The emperor writes to you of a magic weapon no one has ever seen, fills your head with a war that no one wants to fight. Forgive me if I have more faith in her”—he jerked his chin toward the figure of the goddess facing him, brandishing her sword—“than I do in him.”

Pavan smiled. “I don’t care where you place your faith, boy. Only where you place your loyalty.” His voice was a blade barely sheathed in silk.

Garjan fell back on the pillow behind him and closed his eyes. Faith, loyalty, war… it was exhausting to think about. He turned his head when he heard his brother chuckle. “Didn’t get much sleep last night?” Pavan asked. Garjan answered with a half smile and looked away in hopes that Pavan would drop the subject, but he did not. “A virgin…” Pavan said. “I’ll bet you didn’t come across many of those in your precious House of Moonlight. Did she put up much of a fight?”

“No,” Garjan answered. He knew Pavan would never understand why he had done what he had done. Or rather, why he hadn’t done it.

“Too bad,” Pavan said. “Gets the blood going when they fight a little, doesn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Garjan muttered, but his brother wasn’t listening.

“Don’t let one night’s submission fool you,” Pavan warned. “I see defiance in her eyes, even if she hasn’t shown it yet. Your queen might not be so easy to break as you think.”

Garjan thought of his new wife—the imposing woman who first he had met, unmoved by the wedding proceedings and utterly uninterested in him, and then the girl he had seen last night, awkward and afraid, backing away from him as though he was a wild animal about to attack. I don’t want to break her, Garjan thought, and then almost simultaneously, I don’t want to bed her either. He couldn’t say what it was about her—she wasn’t unattractive, exactly. The short hair was strange, but somehow it suited her. Her body was long and lean, although somewhat lacking in feminine curves, her breasts a bit small and her hands a bit large. Without meaning to, he found himself comparing her to Diya, which he knew wasn’t fair. It was like comparing a star to the sun and faulting the star for being outshone.

Garjan glanced at his brother, now leering at the girl fanning him, and realized he wasn’t going to win any friends in the Red Palace as long as Pavan was here. He had to get Pavan out—out of the temple and out of Abhaya. “You’ve done so much to unite the empire, and yet the emperor still won’t meet with you.” Garjan made his voice petulant. “Can’t even find time to attend your brother’s wedding! Don’t you think he ought to acknowledge you properly? With a gift, perhaps? Doesn’t he owe Nandapore that courtesy at least? That respect?” Pavan grunted his assent, but his attention was still on the girl, now doing all that she could to disappear behind the fan she waved, even as Pavan’s hand crept up her thigh beneath her skirt. Garjan continued, “You know what you should do, brother? You should go to the capital. Demand an audience. Make him play host to you.” Pavan’s hand fell away from the girl, and Garjan saw interest flicker in his eyes. He was listening. “Who is he to deny you?” Garjan continued. “One lucky battle an age ago may have given Samjaya the seat of power, but the truth is, you are no less than him.”

Pavan finally looked at his brother. “That’s true.”

“You’re the king of Nandapore.”

Pavan was nodding now. “True again.”

“Nobody disrespects you. Not even the fucking emperor.”

Pavan slapped the ground, the serving girl forgotten. “You’re right! You’re absolutely right. But the journey to Samjaya is at least a week through the mountain pass. If the monsoons come early and the valley floods, I could be stuck there for months.” He shook his head. “I can’t risk it, not with the fucking elves ready to tear Nandapore apart.” Then his eyes narrowed, and Garjan could see the idea taking shape before Pavan could even say it. “But… you could.”

“I couldn’t,” Garjan protested, backtracking wildly. “Will I leave my wife of two days while her mother is sick and Abhaya is vulnerable? That’s madness!”

“You won’t leave her,” Pavan said. “She’ll go with you. Zamu has things well in hand here, and it will do our little queen good to see more of the real world. I’ll put a message to a scroll at once, and you will deliver it to the emperor on my behalf.” Pavan stood unsteadily and, taking in Garjan’s stony expression, laughed and clapped his brother on the back. “Don’t look so miserable, little prince! I’ll see to it that you and your wife have every comfort on your journey. And when you tire of her, you’ll have all the pretty playthings I gifted to you to pass the time.”

“I don’t want them,” Garjan said, rising wearily. But Pavan had made up his mind, and like his namesake, Lord Pavanathan, god of wind, he could neither be reasoned with nor held back.

“You will,” Pavan replied, putting his arm around Garjan’s shoulders. “Trust me, you will.” He ruffled his brother’s hair in an affectionate gesture that annoyed and comforted Garjan at once. Even if he couldn’t stop it from blowing, it was always safer to have the wind on his side. “Come,” Pavan said, already marching toward the temple stairs. “We have much to do. And then”—he turned to point at Garjan—“to Samjaya!”

Garjan looked at the carved goddess before him, and for a moment, in the hazy glare of the late-afternoon sun, everything around her seemed to ripple and then to burn, and her face was lost in smoke and ash. Only her sword remained; a column of silver light pulsing and glowing amid the dark flames. And her eyes. Her stone eyes were open, full of fire, and fixed on him. Garjan blinked and the sky was again blue, the stone figure cold and still. He turned away. “To Samjaya,” he said.







CHAPTER 8
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ROLAND

Roland weaved his way back through the market’s crowded streets. The heat was making everyone irritable, and tempers seemed to flare around every corner. Maybe it was the weather or maybe it was the general sense of unease that permeated the city. The rumors that spellcasters were disappearing. The attack on the Norvardarian ship. The hasty exit of Nandapore’s prince. The notices Roland had seen on posts around the market and in the Grand Akhada offering Good Coin for Good Corpses. And now this news of the emperor in the city. Foreigner though he was, Nandapore had been Roland’s home for most of his life, and if nothing else, whatever was happening was bad for business. It was making people angry and cautious, neither of which was particularly helpful if one was in the business of thievery, as Roland often was.

On a regular day, Roland might have asked around to see if anyone was seeking his services. The market was not only the place to buy things to eat, things to wear, weapons, household goods, artwork, animals, and curiosities of all kinds—it was also a place to buy information, if one knew who was selling. But today, he had something else in mind.

Roland rounded a corner and there, tucked between a knife seller and a scribe, he found the mapmaker, Sohail-e-Nakshali. The Nakshalis had mapmaking in their blood, the art passed down in their family from generation to generation. As Roland approached the stall, he saw Sohail’s young son on the ground behind his father, carefully tracing the lines of a map of the Old City onto a piece of parchment, his tongue poking out in concentration. Sohail himself was in conversation with Faquir, the scribe, their heads close together, and neither of them noticed Roland until he leaned in to join them, one hand on his chin, his expression of serious interest mirroring and mocking theirs.

Sohail laughed, clapping Roland on the back. “Where did you appear from, Bhuta?” he asked. Then, taking in Roland’s swollen lip, he added, “Or do I not want to know?”

“Trust me, you don’t,” Roland said. He nodded at Faquir. “What are we working on today?”

Faquir rolled their eyes. “A love letter, what else?” they replied, boredom in their voice, as they tossed their long hair over their shoulder. “That’s all anybody seems to want these days, but truly, these lovesick fools of Nandapore have no imagination when it comes to the art of wooing.”

“That’s what they’ve hired you for, isn’t it?” Roland replied dryly.

“True, true,” Sohail jumped in. “If all the would-be lovers were as… imaginative as you, they’d be a lot luckier—”

“And I’d be a lot poorer!” Faquir finished the sentence, and all three laughed. Although scribes were plentiful in Nandapore, Faquir’s services were often in demand for their skill at conveying desires of a more explicit nature. “It’s true we don’t see much of you these days, jaan,” Faquir said. “Where have you been hiding?”

“A better question might be who is he hiding from,” Sohail said, and they both looked at Roland, who was nonchalantly tossing a silver coin on the stall’s edge.

“A better question—from a better businessman—might be: What is he looking to buy?” Roland said.

Sohail scoffed. “You wound me, thief. You know I am no businessman.” Gesturing at the maps that hung on display behind him, rich and bright with ink and charcoal, gold leaf borders glinting in the sun, he said archly, “I’m an artist.”

Roland flipped the silver coin again, letting his hand fall on top of it where it landed. “Is that so?” He lifted his hand and, in place of the coin, was a gold ring adorned with a hefty emerald. Faquir whistled softly and reached for the ring with a hand that Roland promptly slapped away. Faquir pouted, but then Roland was turning their henna-decorated hand over in his, and there in Faquir’s palm was the silver coin.

Faquir laughed, tucking the coin into their tunic and drawing their dupatta over their head. “Well, I’ll let you gentlemen get on with it, then. Don’t be a stranger, Bhuta,” they said, before dropping the brocaded curtain that separated their stall from Sohail’s.

Sohail picked up the ring, assessing its weight. Contrary to his earlier claim, Roland knew him to be a very shrewd businessman indeed. “What do you need?” he asked quietly.

Roland rested his hands on the stall, his eyes on the maps hanging above Sohail’s head, as if he was perusing the selection there. “I need a new map of the tunnels.”

Not many people knew of the tunnels carved into earth and stone, crisscrossing in darkness deep below the ground of Nandapore. Their original making was a mystery, steeped in elvenkind lore, and their entrances were few and well hidden. It was whispered that strange things happened in the tunnels, that they flooded or caved in without cause, that along with the rats and bats that made their cold home within were other creatures who lived there too—colonies of flesh-eaters, demons with stone wings and sharp teeth, corpses left to rot, and rotted corpses risen again. For all these reasons, Roland preferred to steer clear of the tunnels, only resorting to them when it was absolutely necessary. He was fairly sure the only monsters lurking in the city’s underbelly were the stuff of imagination or superstition, but he also had no wish to be proven wrong. In this case, however, he was willing to make an exception.

Sohail considered the request. “I don’t suppose it would do any good to tell you there’s nothing down there worth what it might cost you to find it,” he said. Roland was well aware that the urchins Sohail sent into the tunnels to sketch his maps sometimes did not return.

Roland shook his head. “Afraid not.”

“In that case,” Sohail said, retrieving a loosely bound sheaf of maps and flipping through them, his keen eye seeking one hidden in their midst, “let me see what I can—”

A woman’s scream made him and Roland stop and turn, then move around the corner toward the source of the commotion. A small crowd had already gathered around a stall across the way—the potion seller’s stall. The sound of glass shattering punctuated her increasingly alarmed screams.

“I’m not one of them, I swear it! It’s just herbs, is all, no spells, no sorcery, no nothing. My blood’s clean, I tell you—not a drop of magic in it.” Another bottle shattered, and through the crowd, Roland saw the potion seller, a woman with wild black hair in a red-and-blue sari covered with cheap mirrorwork, thrown to the ground. Three Sanamiri in their identical black tunics closed in around her, while a fourth picked up potion after potion lined up in the woman’s stall, brought each one to his nose, then let the bottle smash. “Please—I have children,” the woman cried. “Please, someone help me! Please, don’t let them—” Her screams abruptly went silent. Roland craned his neck to see what had happened but was jostled backward as the crowd parted to let the Sanamiri march past, one carrying a snake basket under one arm. Roland scanned the ground, the crowd, the stalls to either side, but there was no sign of the potion seller anywhere. Inside the basket, something was struggling to get out.

Roland caught Sohail’s eye and knew from his expression and the way he gripped his wide-eyed son that he was thinking the same impossible thing. “It can’t be,” Roland said, but no sooner were the words past his lips than a black, red, and blue snake glittering with scales like tiny mirrors slithered free from the basket and landed in the dust. The thing seemed dazed, lifting its head to take in the world through beady black eyes. It opened its snake mouth, as if it would scream, but only a forked tongue darted out as it hissed. Then Roland watched, sickened with realization, as its body contorted, its head thrashing wildly, as a Sanamiri spear plunged through its middle, pinning it to the ground. One of the other elves drew a knife and knelt next to the snake. In the stunned and horrified hush that fell, Roland heard the elf say, “For the good of the empire,” before slicing off the snake’s head.

The Sanamiri marched away, moving as one, both pieces of the dead snake contained in the basket once more. The ground was stained red with blood. Human blood, Roland thought. The crowd dispersed, and Roland, Sohail, and the boy returned to the mapmaker’s stall. They made the exchange—ring for map—and Roland tucked the square of parchment into the now-empty inside pocket of his tunic.

“Be careful, Bhuta,” Sohail said, turning to return the sheaf of maps to its proper place. “I fear there are foul things afoot in the city. But then, you already know that, don’t you?” But Roland was gone before he could turn back.

Beggar’s Bridge spanned the canal enclosing the New City, and was so called because it was lined with Nandapore’s destitute, begging with hands outstretched for any token from those who would cross from one side of the city to the other. Roland smoked his bhang and stood on the bridge, leaning on its wooden rail and taking in the city by dusk. On one side of the bridge, lights twinkled like fallen stars as lanterns were lit in windows and along the New City’s well-tended pathways. The street sweepers went about their business as shops closed their doors and palanquins smoothly passed each other on their way through fragrant gardens and gated courtyards. It looked to Roland like a painting of a city. From the corner of his eye, Roland noticed two Sanamiri at the end of the bridge. They were unobtrusive, almost blending into the shadows in their black tunics and cloaks. But they were watching, Roland was sure, keeping track of anyone of interest passing between the Old City and the New.

On the other side of the bridge, the Old City teemed with smoke and light and music and movement, shops and taverns open for the night’s business, people crowding the narrow, dirty streets, food cooking, stray dogs fighting, and the black waters of the Masinian Sea crashing into the port at the edge of it all. This is the real Nandapore, Garjan had told him once, after a particularly raucous night of gambling, drinking, very nearly avoiding violence after trading words with portside ruffians, and stumbling along together through the back alleys, till they came to Chandanee Mukan’s door. For Nandapore’s shining prince, for as long as Roland had known him, all roads seemed to lead back to the House of Moonlight. Back to her. It was true Roland himself had bought Bhediya’s company once or twice too, back when she was new to the house and he could still afford a few hours in her bed. It had been he who brought the royal brat to Courtesan’s Row in the first place, and initially, Roland had befriended the young prince, who seemed hell-bent on slipping his brother’s leash every chance he got, purely for selfish reasons. It could be useful to have a prince in the pocket, he had thought—and no doubt, Garjan’s charm and wit (and wealth) had served them both well over the years. But the kid had grown on him, more than he cared to admit, and now that Garjan was gone, the city seemed poised to fall apart, as if it had relied on its prince’s love to hold its splintering heart together.

As Nandapore descended into night, Roland’s half-smoked roll burned out and he patted at his pockets, searching for another match. A hooded figure approached from the direction of the New City and paused beside him. A moment later, a flame flared from the elf’s outstretched fingers. Roland bent to light the roll anew and blew smoke out over the water. “Put that out,” he said. “We’re being watched.”

Akio let the hood of his cloak fall back, revealing long braids bound together with a leather band. “Good,” he said. Putting an arm around Roland’s shoulders, he said in a louder voice, “A million thanks again, my friend. Minadori diamonds are hard to come by these days, but my daughter had her heart set on one. I cannot thank you enough for making sure she was not disappointed. Perhaps you’ll tell me over a drink who you stole it from. Now—what did we agree on as payment for your services? A night in the House of Moonlight, wasn’t it?”

Catching on to Akio’s intent, Roland replied loudly enough for all within earshot to hear, “Yes, that was the deal. A night in the House of Moonlight—plus your coin and company to ensure a warm welcome.”

“Lead the way.” They walked off the bridge, and anyone watching would have said they disappeared into the Old City together for a night at Nandapore’s finest whorehouse. But what nobody saw was a man and an elf not on the path toward the city but half jumping, half sliding down the hillside and wading waist-deep in canal water until they were under the bridge. Following the stone that supported the wooden planks of the bridge, Roland came to a block that felt smoother than the rest, its edges carved by human hands. He pushed on the block and it opened, leading to steep stone stairs. “The tunnels,” Akio muttered. “I should have guessed.” He summoned light from his hands and peered dubiously into the dark. “They’re not safe.”

Roland carefully unscrewed the brass cylinder he wore on a cord around his neck and pulled out Sohail’s map. “Probably not,” he replied, descending the stairs. After a few moments, Akio followed, grumbling under his breath. There was a dankness to the underground and a chill to the stale air that were utterly incongruent with the heat that held the city in its oppressive grip. It set Roland on edge and he quickened his pace, eager to be back aboveground. They followed the map to the place Roland had marked as being directly below the Sanamirian embassy. He ran his hands once more along the stone walls until he found a block that again felt smoother than the rest. Roland looked at Akio. “I don’t know what we’ll find on the other side,” he said. “Be ready.”

Akio nodded, and the yellow glow of the flame in his hand slowly faded to pearly white, then pale blue, then a brilliant azure, mirroring the changing color of his eyes—from deep brown, to white, to that otherworldly blue. The flame gave off something more than heat and light alone now—a strange kind of surge that made Roland take a step back. He wasn’t sure what damage this elven elemental magic could do if Akio loosed it. And he hoped he wouldn’t find out.

Roland pushed on the stone and they found themselves in a cellar, dimly lit and empty, save for the barrels and crates lining the walls. The sound of voices approaching made the flame between Akio’s hands flare, giving off scalding sparks, but Roland had already assessed the space for possible exits and hiding spots, and he quickly pulled Akio with him into the shadows behind a stack of crates. He put a finger to his lips and Akio closed his fist, snuffing out the light.

“He is a buffoon! He sees nothing, knows nothing, wields no power of any consequence. And yet—we honor him, flatter him like his fool human subjects. And now this War Council nonsense? He is exactly as he is named—all bluster and no substance.” The shadows of two Sanamiri moved along the wall as one of their voices echoed through the cellar. “I’ll tell you plainly now—I won’t go to war for this so-called king or any other.”

“It is not for us to question,” the other Sanamiri said softly. “For our part in what has come to pass, we must make amends. To go forward, we must go back. What has been released, we must—”

“Oh, Ontorom eat you! Take the other wine barrel and be still.”

There was the sound of barrels rolling, the two Sanamiri grunting with the effort of moving full barrels that were nearly as tall as them. Then the softer-spoken of the two said, “While the wind blows to the south, I have had the privilege of speaking with His Eminence, of seeing with my own eyes the true power of the weapon that will open the world. He has sacrificed much to be worthy of Ontorom’s grace. Even now, he makes a pawn of the wind, without whom our brothers could not move freely in the city to do what must be done. Just today, two more human spellcasters were eliminated—one in the market and one in that lecher’s den, the House of Moonlight.”

Roland heard Akio’s sharp intake of breath and saw the blue flashing between his hands. “Akio, no,” Roland hissed, but Akio was already striding out into the open with fingertips ablaze.

“Is this what our kind have become?” Akio demanded of the two Sanamiri, who shrank back at his sudden appearance. “Butchers at the beck and call of men who, I promise you, will never share power with you?” One of the Sanamiri raised a pale hand glowing green, but in a single sharp movement, like the twist of an unseen knife, Akio flicked his wrist and curled his fingers in, drawing the light out and leaving the elf’s hand smoking where their powers had clashed. He fell to his knees, weakened and clutching his wound.

“I know who you are,” the other elf said, stepping forward. “You should not be here. The king would not be pleased to hear that the Norvardarian ambassador was trespassing on Sanamiri grounds.”

“Fuck the king,” Akio said. “I’m here for the emperor.”

A smile crossed the elf’s face. “I’m afraid you won’t find what you’re looking for,” he said as a green light spread from his forehead, down through his chest and torso, his arms and legs, lighting him up from within.

Akio matched the elf’s expression with a cold smile of his own. He was the bigger of the two of them, and clearly the more powerful. “How do you intend to stop me?”

No sooner had he spoken than the green light flared, filling the cellar and forcing Akio to raise an arm, shielding his eyes. When he lowered his hand, both Sanamiri were gone and, in their place, coiled on the cellar floor, was a shining black snake. It was as thick around as a tree trunk, and as Akio staggered backward, it raised not one but two heads to stare at him. It was not any kind of animal found in the natural world, but a corrupted thing that could only have been conjured from the realms of demons. “It’s not possible,” Akio whispered. “This is not our way. This is… wrong.”

The snake was uncoiling rapidly, its two heads forking out in either direction around Akio, its body surrounding him, its many fangs bared. Impossibly, it spoke, half in words, half in the unmistakable threat of a hiss. “Our prayers have reached beyond this realm and woken the one who will restore us. His consort will wake. And the world will be as it once was. As it was meant to be. As for those of you who have forgotten Him, the time has come to atone for your sins. And we will collect His due in blood.”

One of the snake heads lashed toward Akio and he met it with a bolt of blue light. From where he still crouched in his hiding place, Roland’s heart beat furiously, his hand wrapped around his dagger. This fight was beyond him. He had promised Akio a way into the Sanamirian embassy, and he had delivered. Although he would prefer to see Akio live to provide the handsome reward promised, he was in no position to facilitate such a result. He crept along the wall, back toward the only way out, barely breathing, willing the two-headed creature to remain blind to his presence. His hand met the smooth stone, and he pushed. A backward glance over his shoulder showed him Akio, immobile, gasping for air as the snake wound its body around him ever tighter. For a brief moment, their eyes met, and Roland could see the fear reflected there—the fear, and the fresh grief. We have a mutual friend in the House of Moonlight, Akio had said. He hadn’t said her name, just as the Sanamiri had never said the names of the spellcasters they had killed, but Roland had always suspected what Bhediya was. Roland’s stomach heaved with helplessness. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, and disappeared into the tunnels, a ghost in the city once more.







CHAPTER 9
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TAARA

The swirling mist. Everything lush and fragrant around her.

The chime of anklets. And a voice. A melody foreign to her ears, yet familiar to her heart.

I am the bird and you are the song. Stay and I will sing for you.

Stay with me, my queen, my love. Stay…

Taara woke from the dream as she had done so many times before—filled with a longing so profound it left her hollow. Who are you? she silently asked of the voice in the dream, but as usual, there was no reply.

Taara sighed and stretched and padded in bare feet to the shrine to the goddess she had asked the servants to bring from her room in the women’s quarters to this, her new room in the shared quarters of Abhaya’s king and queen. Although, in the three days since her marriage, she had hardly seen head or tail of her husband, much less shared a bed with him. Not that she was eager to do so. She had gathered enough from the waggling eyebrows and innuendos of her serving girls to understand that Garjan was meant to be sleeping with her; that they were meant to know each other in some special way. But she simply couldn’t connect the things her girls spoke of—of swooning, of extending to him her hand like the goddess reclining before her lover, of passion, of pleasure—with the man she had married. She played along though, not wanting to seem unschooled in the womanly ways that everyone else had apparently been taught. But the truth was nothing had changed since her wedding day. When she looked at her handsome husband, she still felt nothing at all.

Bala had little counsel to offer. Taara used to find her Dooseri-Ma’s barging into her room at the crack of dawn each day, her scolding and petting and clucking about, an annoyance to be tolerated. But there had also been comfort in Bala’s care, in the certainty of her lined face appearing at Taara’s bedside when she woke. Now she kept a distance. There was suddenly a great deal of concern for the privacy of the king and queen. Bala seemed content believing her queen was content, and seemed now most preoccupied with waiting for Taara to show signs of carrying new life.

The only person Taara might have confided in, who might have made plain this mystery that was her marriage, was her mother, but Queen Suvarnatara remained locked in her tower, and locked in the prison of her own mind. It was a cruel confinement, and one from which there seemed no escape. So Taara remained ignorant in a way that made her feel stupid and childish, always a step behind, feigning the understanding that a proper queen—and a proper wife—should surely possess.

Only one statue from her bedroom shrine had been brought to her new quarters, and she huffed with irritation. She would have to tell Bala to reprimand whichever servant had been tasked with the job. Taara reached out and touched her hand to the goddess’s palm, raised in blessing. It felt oddly warm. Stranger still, she could have sworn that the lotus etched into the goddess’s palm was glowing: white light pulsing faintly in red stone, pulsing in time with the beat of Taara’s heart, the rush of her blood.

A knock at the door made her start, and when she looked again, the statue was just a statue. A fear stole into her mind, questioning how certain she was that her mother’s madness might not be lurking somewhere inside her, waiting to take hold of her too. She pushed the thought away and called out, “Enter.” Bala came in, tea in hand. She sampled the tea, as always, then handed it to Taara.

Bala glanced at Taara’s barely unmade bed, and her brow furrowed. “Your husband is an early riser,” she observed. “And a… tidy sleeper. Tell me, child, how is it that when you slept alone, your bed looked as though a herd of elephants had rolled around in it all night, and now that you no longer sleep alone, your bed looks as though no one sleeps in it at all?”

Taara didn’t know how to answer that. The truth was, she missed her old bed and felt so strange in this new one that she barely dared move a muscle. Secretly, she also clung to an irrational belief that as long as she was perfectly still and Garjan believed her asleep, she would never again find herself half-naked and quivering in front of him, desperate to run away.

At Taara’s silence and discomfort, Bala smiled knowingly. “Ah, your congress has moved beyond the bed alone, has it?” She chuckled, relishing a private joke or memory. “Your mother and father were just the same,” she said, a little wistfully. “Caught them all over the palace—and outside it too. Like cats in heat they were, even after you were born.” She took in Taara’s vaguely mortified expression and tsk-tsked. “There’s no shame in it, dear one,” she said. “The goddess revels in the awakening of the body to its mate. After all, doesn’t She herself take the form of a lover? Besides, everyone knows that the seed planted with pleasure bears the sweetest fruit.”

The conversation was making Taara squirm. “Dooseri-Ma, tell the cooks I would fast today,” she said, changing the subject. “I wish to offer prayers in the temple for my mother’s health. Tell them I would make an offering of sweets as well. They can be distributed to the people at the gates after sunset.” It was only then that Taara realized Bala was looking at her as if she had gone dimwitted.

“You cannot fast today, child,” Bala said. “The girls pack your palanquin as we speak.” Taara’s face was blank, uncomprehending, as Bala continued slowly, “For the journey to Samjaya. Surely His Highness the King would have told you.”

Taara shook her head. She felt unable to speak. Samjaya was the capital of the empire, farther away even than Nandapore, but it might as well have been on the other side of the sea, not just beyond the Noor Valley. “This is a mistake,” Taara finally managed to say. “I can’t leave Abhaya. There must always be a queen in Abhaya—isn’t that what the goddess commands? I cannot go.” Taara’s voice bordered on shrill, panic creeping into its edges. “Dooseri-Ma, please, tell them. I won’t go, they can’t make me go.”

“Hush, my star,” Bala said, stroking Taara’s tangled curls. “The order to pack the palanquins came from Zamu, but perhaps he is mistaken. Perhaps His Highness means to travel to the capital alone, or with his brother—good riddance to him,” she muttered under her breath. “You will find all three of them in the courtyard. I have no doubt it is a mere misunderstanding.” Bala gave the young queen a thin smile meant to reassure, but it only served to make Taara feel all the more helpless—not a queen anymore, but a blade of grass at the mercy of powerful winds.

An hour later, dressed and increasingly annoyed, Taara drummed her fingertips on the council table, waiting for her uncle’s arrival. Eventually, a serving boy entered and bowed and stood before Taara with eyes downcast. “Pardon, Highness” the boy said, “but Zamu-ji bids you come to him.”

“He what?” Zamu would never have denied Queen Suvarnatara like this. He wouldn’t have dared, younger sister to him though she was. Yet he still saw Taara as a child and now would treat her as one, disrespecting her with this insolence. It couldn’t stand.

“Pardon, Highness, but Bala-ji told Zamu-ji you bid him come, and then His Highness King Pavan said, ‘Do your women order you about like dogs in Abhaya?’ And then His Highness King Garjan said, ‘She is hardly a common woman, she is the queen,’ and then Zamu-ji said—”

“Enough!” Taara strode past the boy, chin high, eyes blazing, and made her way into the palace courtyard. What she found there made fresh panic spike in her chest. Not one but four palanquins were lined up across the courtyard, each with space to carry four people, food stores, and travel sacks together. At the head of the line, closest to the shrine to the goddess, was the gold palanquin of Abhaya Palace. Taara had seen her parents, dressed in royal finery, carried across the moat and into the city on occasions they accepted one of the many invitations that arrived at the palace gates daily. Wedding feasts, festivals, harvest celebrations, the first sailing of a new boat, or the first spice cakes from a new baker’s shop—all of these could be blessed by the queen and, by extension, by the grace of the goddess herself. No such invitations had yet come for Taara, and even she understood that she was a poor replacement for the queen Abhaya truly wanted.

With the palanquin’s silk curtains parted, Taara could see the cushioned seats within the gold dome, the zebra-skin rug softening the space for her feet, the silver platter already laden with fruit waiting within hand’s reach of any rider. Behind the royal palanquin, the other three were simpler in design, if no less spacious. Painted in rich turquoise, magenta, and sunflower yellow, they were made of sturdy lacquered wood, enclosed by colorful cotton curtains. Taara imagined that her serving girls had already been bundled into their seats, as none but Bala had come to attend her. Behind the palanquins, mules and horses laden with supplies stomped in impatient circles, raising clouds of dust. The palanquin bearers covered one another in the red clay that would protect their skin from burning, and servants rushed to and from the palace, everyone’s hands full, everyone’s pace frenzied.

“Here comes our queen!” Zamu approached, leaning heavily on his wooden staff, the ruby on his finger glinting in the sun. “A thousand apologies, Highness,” he said, though his tone was more impatient than apologetic. “I was told you wished to speak to me, but as you can see…” He gestured widely to everything she could indeed see with her own eyes. “I have been entirely occupied with overseeing the preparations for your great journey to the capital. Shall I help you into your palanquin now?”

Taara’s eyes swept the courtyard. Behind Zamu, close to the palace wall, she saw King Pavanathan seated on a brocaded chair—a chair uprooted from the palace library, Taara noted with some annoyance. To one side, a servant held an umbrella over his head so that he sat in a pool of shade, while to the other, another servant waved a fan of peacock feathers over an ornate brass pot from which scented smoke poured, so that the king was cooled by a sweet breeze. Every so often, he barked an order or stopped to drink from his goblet, but for the most part, he sat slumped to one side, looking overheated and bored. He didn’t stand to acknowledge Taara’s arrival, but she felt his eyes on her, and it made her want to cover every part of her that he could see. Something about the way he watched her reminded her distinctly of the way the palace cooks looked over the fishmonger’s wares, carefully appraising the fish in each basket before proposing a price for their heads.

Turning to Zamu, she said, “I have no intention of leaving Abhaya, uncle. If my husband—or his family,” she added, glancing pointedly at King Pavanathan, “have business in Samjaya, they are free to go, and I wish them safe travels through the valley.” Taara nodded at the palanquins and said, “Tell my ladies they are called back to the palace. I’m sure they will be disappointed to be deprived of such an adventure, but we will not be going anywhere today.”

She turned and marched back toward the palace, with Zamu hurrying after her. He moved surprisingly fast for a man who relied on a walking stick for support and was soon in front of her, blocking her way in. “My queen,” he said, his tone changed to be placating and honey-sweet, “it is true the plans for this journey were devised in some haste, but your husband has been privy to all preparations. We didn’t want to trouble you with trivial matters of what to take, and who to take, and where and why and how long. One so new to the throne as you can hardly be expected to know what’s needed. No one faults you for that. All that is important is your presence. The emperor was unable to attend your wedding feast, but to see this union in the flesh—he will be most pleased. And when His Eminence is pleased,” Zamu continued in a lower voice, “he is most likely to put his seal to the new trade agreements King Pavanathan and I have drawn up.”

Taara frowned. “I didn’t know we were renegotiating our trade agreements.”

“We’ve been looking for ways to strengthen our position—and our coffers—for some time, but your mother… well, you know what it’s like trying to reason with her. Abhaya has been isolated for too long, Princess,” Zamu said, slipping back into the old, familiar address. “We cannot stay willfully blind to the turmoil beyond our borders. Did your husband tell you the elvenkind in Nandapore are on the brink of civil war? What will happen when an army of Norvardarians shows up at our gates?”

Taara knew little of the elvenkind, other than things she had read and Zamu’s assessment of them as strange and devious creatures. None made their home in Abhaya, as far as she knew, although she had never given much thought to why. She tried to remember if her mother had ever said anything to her about elves. “Norvardar has always been an ally to Abhaya,” she said. “What cause have they to attack us now?”

Zamu spoke slowly, as if to a child. “Don’t let their peaceful facade fool you. Norvardar is as power hungry as any other kingdom-city in Astirakhanda. If given the chance, they will pollute Abhaya with their sorcery and exploit our riches for their own gain. They would never have dared cross our borders while Suvarnatara was well, but now… they will pounce at the first sign of a weak spot in the empire. Abhaya cannot be that weak spot. Do you understand?”

Taara gritted her teeth. She hated his tone, his face. The fact that everything he said was likely true, and the fact that no one had thought to tell her any of it before. “I understand.”

“While your mother is… recovering, I am empowered with her seal,” Zamu continued. “If Samjaya, Nandapore, and Abhaya stand together against whatever threats may rise against us, all our people will be the better for it. Isn’t that what you want, Princess? What’s best for your people?”

Each of the seven kingdom-cities that made up the Samjayan Empire had its own defenses, but Taara had never imagined Abhaya as in need of protection. To this day, no one knew why every historical attempt to conquer the small seaside city, rich in resources, had failed, especially because Abhaya had no army then, just as it had no army now. There were writings of plagues that had swept through Nandapore’s forces, wiping their lines out in a single day, when Nandapore had once marched against Abhaya. And there were paintings of great waves, as tall as Abhaya’s cliffs, that had crashed down on the Samjayan camp when they had tried their luck at conquest, leaving not a trace of their presence on the Abhayan shore. Eventually, it must have become more trouble than it was worth to keep attacking. So, after a bloody battle between Samjaya and Nandapore over who should hold the seat of power in the new empire taking shape after the Great Blast, Samjaya had emerged victorious, and its king had become the emperor. Taara could hardly understand why her uncle should suddenly be so worried about foreign threats—from within the empire and beyond its borders—when there had been peace in Abhaya for so long.

Taara lifted her face toward the tower window, hoping beyond hope, beyond reason, that her mother—her real mother, not the stranger in her place—might appear and take hold of this situation with her characteristic authority. Taara tried to think clearly. “A queen must always remain in Abhaya—isn’t it so written in the Book of Yusara? How can you ask me to go against the word of the goddess?”

“A queen will remain in Abhaya,” a deep voice rumbled behind her, and Taara turned to find herself in King Pavanathan’s shadow. She had to fight every instinct she had to shrink back from his looming bulk and hold her ground before him. “Your mother, Queen Suvarnatara, will be here. I know she has been unwell, and so confined. But she lives…” His gaze bored into Taara, cold and piercing. “Doesn’t she?”

Taara knew then the argument was lost, but she drew herself up straighter, taller, and replied, “Yes, Highness. My mother lives, and in fact, she grows stronger every day. A pity you will not be able to extend your stay in Abhaya and pay your respects properly, as it seems you have some unrest to attend to in your own city.”

If a man could snarl with his eyes alone, that’s what Taara saw in the king of Nandapore’s face, even as he smiled. “Indeed,” he said, and Taara wondered how an agreement could sound so much like a threat. “Indeed,” he repeated, folding his arms across his broad chest and striding out toward the palanquins, snapping his fingers behind him so that the servants hurried after him with the umbrella and the fan. “I will return to Nandapore today.” Over his shoulder, he added, “After seeing you safely on your way, of course.” He surveyed the scene and said, “I will entrust my brother with our agreements, which you both will deliver to His Eminence with my deepest regrets I could not meet him in person, just as he, sadly, could not attend your wedding in person.”

It filled Taara with fury to be made a pawn in some petty game between two men, but it was her helplessness to do anything about it that felt worst of all. “I should like to see the agreements myself before they are presented to the emperor,” Taara said, trying to gain some semblance of equal standing with the king. It seemed like something her mother would say.

“They would only bore you,” Pavanathan replied, dismissing her request. “Leave the matters of state and diplomacy to your husband. Your only concern now, Queen Taaratajini, is producing an heir to the seat of power in Abhaya. This is how power is strengthened, how alliances are made secure.” He turned to Zamu and asked, “Speaking of producing an heir, where exactly is the king of Abhaya? I have not seen him this morning, and he should know better than to keep me”—Pavan paused mid-speech, then corrected himself—“keep his queen waiting.”

“I believe His Highness was seen riding on the beach,” Zamu said, and no one asked what eyes he had in place that might have relayed the sighting. “Shall I send someone to fetch him?”

Pavan grunted his assent, wiping sweat from his brow. He headed back into the palace, shoving the servants out of his way. “I’ll take food in the dining hall,” he called. “No more fucking fish and fruit. Real food!”

Zamu sighed, pinching the bridge of his long nose. “Nandapore’s ways are… different than ours,” he said. “But I promise you, Princess, cooperation with the other kingdoms, with the emperor, is the only way forward.” He reached out and cupped Taara’s cheek. “Perhaps your mother was mistaken in not doing more to prepare you for the political realities we are facing. But of course, she thought there would be more time for that. We all did. There is more to ruling Abhaya than faith alone, I’m afraid. The world is changing, and Abhaya must change with it.”

“The world may change, but the goddess is everlasting,” Taara said, the verse from the Book of Yusara committed to memory since childhood. The reality of the journey ahead was only now starting to sink in. “I must bid my mother farewell.” Not waiting for her uncle to answer, she fled the courtyard and climbed the tower stairs. The guard stationed outside her mother’s door let Taara pass, locking it again behind her.

“Mother?” Taara ventured. “Mother, it’s Taara.”

She heard a high-pitched giggle in response. In the corner of the room, Taara saw her mother’s face poke out from behind the makeshift shrine to the goddess. She giggled again, then clamped her hands over her mouth, as if the sound she herself had made had frightened her. “I see you,” the disheveled queen said in a singsong voice. “Do you see me?”

“Yes, Mother, I see you,” Taara said, already exasperated. “I’ve come to say goodbye.” Suvarnatara crouched down, braiding strands of her unbound hair in front of her face. “Did you hear what I said? I’m leaving for Samjaya. Today. Now. I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do, but I don’t think I have a choice.” Taara’s voice was unsteady when she said, “I don’t want to go.” She wanted the mother she knew to be in the room, to enfold her in a sure embrace and tell her there was no need to go anywhere, that Abhaya was her home and where she belonged and anyone who said otherwise could fling themselves headfirst into the realms of demons. But the woman who scuttled toward her and pulled her down so that they crouched together was not that person.

Her mother held Taara’s hand between her own and bent over her palm, examining it closely, like a fortune teller reading its lines. Taara gently brushed her mother’s tangled nest of hair back from her face. Bala had tried to oil and braid it, as she had done when Suvarnatara was a girl, but now, the ailing queen would let no one touch her. No one but Taara. This small connection was enough to light in Taara a spark of hope that somewhere behind those cloudy eyes her mother remained, and might be found again.

Suvarnatara darted to the window ledge and retrieved a parchment cone stained green and brown. Taara inhaled the familiar scent of henna paste. Mixing the paste and applying the intricate designs had always been one of her mother’s favorite pastimes, and now, she traced a design in Taara’s palm with one finger, then began squeezing the paste from the cone, following the invisible lines she had drawn. After a few minutes, she held up Taara’s hand. Rocking back and forth on her heels, she whispered, “Do you see?”

Taara looked at her palm. “I see a lotus flower.” If this was to be her only parting gift as she left Abhaya for the first time, she would not refuse it. “Very pretty, Mother,” she said. “Thank you.” She leaned in to press a kiss to her mother’s forehead. “I hope this is what you wanted, for me, for Abhaya.”

She made to stand up, but her mother surprised her, taking Taara’s face between her hands. “Beware the wind,” she whispered. Her face cracked open into something like a smile and she threw back her head, cackling. When she refocused her attention on Taara, she was still giggling softly, but it wasn’t madness Taara saw in her eyes. It was fear.

Taara nodded and gently pulled away, leaving her mother muttering on the floor. She came slowly down the tower stairs, taking in the palace that had been her home for twenty years as if she had never seen it before, and would never see it again. Bala was waiting at the doors, tearful but restrained. “This is well,” she told Taara firmly as she embraced the girl. “This is queen’s work.” She waved her hand in a circle around Taara’s head, then drew her hand to her heart, making the sign of the goddess. “Go. They await your command,” Bala said. “And may the grace of the goddess go with you to Samjaya and see you safely home again.”

Taara crossed the courtyard and, ignoring Zamu’s outstretched hand, hoisted herself into the golden palanquin. With a final look at Abhaya Palace, Taara drew the silk curtains closed around her, so no one could say they saw the queen cry.







CHAPTER 10
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BHEDIYA

Who said that?” Bhediya demanded, scanning the forest for the voice that had spoken words that made no sense. You’re in Nandapore. You’re home. Movement in the tangle of vines that fell from the trees caught her eye, and she watched as one of the vines uncoiled from the rest to slither into the grass, reappearing again on the rocks by the water. Not a vine at all, Bhediya realized, but a bright green snake that shimmered in the sunlight. The snake turned its head toward her, extending a forked tongue, but what should have been a hiss came out instead in a voice she recognized.

“Beautiful, isn’t it? This was how it was in the time before. You call it the Era of Gods, but it was no more their world than it was ours. We—the elvenkind, the dwarvenkind, the giants, and the animals—we lived in absolute harmony with them, taking whatever form we liked, at peace with the elemental forces that shaped Astirakhanda from nothing.” A column of light appeared next to the snake on the rock, and Bhediya stared in wonder as it took the shape of Goddess Yusara. She reclined seductively, extending her hand in invitation, a pose in which she was often depicted in her incarnation as the Lover. Another column of light manifested by Yusara’s side and took the shape of Lord Garjanathan, god of the hunt. He caught the goddess in an embrace, as all around them, columns of light turned to the divine pantheon of Bhediya’s childhood stories. Here, Lord Mahada, god of the sea, meditated on a lily pad, his blue face serene, black hair cascading down the scales of his back; there, Lord Pavanathan, god of wind, played a flute as a rainbow of fish sprang from the water and transformed into dancing nymphs. Behind them, the emerald-skinned creator god Ontorom levitated in a sphere of pale green light. In one hand, he toyed with a formless, pliant shape that, as Bhediya watched, shifted into a creature that appeared to be a dwarf with a monkey’s head. The god’s fingers curled, and the creature fell into formlessness once more. This was the pantheon of the Samjayan Empire—a single goddess with four faces, a handful of scheming, courting, questing gods, and a myriad of demigods and nymphs to serve them. In the distance, Bhediya saw a giant lumbering past, taller than the tallest spires of Nandapore Palace. He was there and yet not, transparent, even as his strides made the ground she stood on tremble.

“This isn’t real,” Bhediya said. “Release me from this spell.” She turned back to the elf-turned-snake, but it was gone.

“What if I told you it is no spell but a memory. My memory,” the same voice replied. Bhediya looked up into the trees, following the sound, but saw nothing. “I want you to understand how you came to be what you are and why we did what we did, but if you wish to end this now, then I’ll say no more.” The world around Bhediya began to fade, the air grew thin, and she felt herself struggling to breathe.

“Wait,” she gasped. “I wish to know.” Time seemed to move in reverse, the color returning to the trees, the air sweet as she sucked it in, the ground firm beneath her feet. With a flutter of wings, a green bird perfectly camouflaged in the leaves swooped down and perched on Bhediya’s shoulder.

“The problem with gods,” the bird said in the elf’s voice, “is that it is in their nature to create and destroy, and in a time of such perfect peace, they had no purpose. They grew restless, quarrelsome. And because we loved them, when Ontorom suggested the creation of new beings, we agreed.” Bhediya heard bitterness in the bird’s voice when he continued, “It was our mistake, but it was their mistake too. The story you know says that humankind was born of a divine union between Yusara and Ontorom, but your creation was hardly their work alone. The dwarves said you should be small and the giants said you should be tall and we said you should be beautiful and clever, but also short-lived and desperate for divine guidance—we knew that would please the gods best. So we combined our gifts and made you all those things and more—much more. Ontorom gave you physical form, and Yusara breathed life into what we had created.” Bhediya looked on as the divine beings shifted back into columns of swirling light and then re-formed as so many humans, more and more still, stretching out before her. “For a time, it was glorious,” the elf said. “The gods loved you and you loved them. You were their playthings, and they delighted in your misery and your praise, your ingenuity and your faith.”

Bhediya watched as the forest around her transformed, the grass giving way to dirt roads, the trees becoming the ramshackle buildings she recognized from Nandapore’s winding streets. And in the distance, where the horses had crossed rolling hills, she saw instead the great Mahada Temple, Nandapore Palace, the market, the whole city arising out of thin air. “The Era of Sages,” she whispered. The histories told of a time when the gods entrusted the world to men, a time of learning, building, and progress.

“Sages? No.” The elf stood next to her again in his original form. “Some of your kind strove for wisdom, but most of you…” He shook his head. “Most of you became careless and cruel, consumed by illusions of your own power. You forgot the gods, and they in turn abandoned you. They had their celestial realms to retreat to, but the rest of us… the rest of us had nowhere to go when you made of our home something worse than the realms of demons.” Overhead, the sky darkened, and the ground began to shake. “You enslaved the animals and tore down the trees. You multiplied indiscriminately and carved up Astirakhanda so you could call yourselves kings, creating enmity between our kinds. But you were not satisfied. You wanted what we had—access to the magic that brought you into being. We tried to explain that the power was not ours to give—that you were made from divine and elemental forces combined. But you could not be reasoned with. And when you did not get what you wanted, you tried to take it by force.”

A bolt of lightning lit up the sky, zigzagging down toward the ground. Bhediya lifted her hand to shield her face as the lightning struck a treetop, setting it aflame. The fire seemed to spread in seconds, until everything was burning and Bhediya watched in horror as men pulled giants to the ground with burning ropes, hacking at limbs that fell like tree trunks to the scorched earth. She saw women slitting the throats of dwarves, stripping them of their gold and silver and precious jewels, leaving their children to starve. And then she saw rows and rows of elvenkind, advancing with weapons drawn, hurling balls of fire and spears tipped with poisoned light, and the humans in their armor charging forward to meet them, with swords and catapults and elephants broken to their will. There was slaughter on all sides, screams and smoke, agony and death. Bhediya was deafened by the terrible noise of this war that was not recorded in any history book, and she stumbled backward, dazed and shaken, tripping on a head that had been severed from its body. The hands she used to break her fall came back to her coated in blood. Bile rose in her throat. “This isn’t real,” she whispered again. “None of this is real.”

All the sound was suddenly sucked away and Bhediya stood in a vacuum of silence, even as the fighting and killing and burning continued around her. “It was real.” She turned slowly toward the voice and saw, impossibly, growing out of the mud, a sunflower: a speck of green and yellow, in a sea of charred and blackened bodies and blowing ash. Perched on a single petal was a butterfly with wings the color of emeralds. The butterfly’s words were bright and clear as a ringing bell in the silence. “It was real, and it was unstoppable. You were no longer what we had intended you to be. You had become something else, something beyond our control. Something dangerous. We begged the gods to destroy you, but they would not. I suppose they still loved you, despite the misery you unleashed. So we asked Astirakhanda itself to intervene. We asked for a peaceful end. But we got a blast instead.”

Hairline cracks appeared in the earth, and everything around Bhediya began to shake. The cracks widened, then opened into great craters filled with bubbling, molten red lava, the very lifeblood of Astirakhanda calling all things back to its core. Elves and giants and dwarves and humans and animals—dead and alive—disappeared into the fast-flowing red. Bhediya turned accusing eyes on the fluttering green wings. “You did this,” she said. “The histories say the Great Blast was an act of nature, but there was nothing natural about it.”

“Yes,” the elf said. “We asked for this. And we paid the price. Millions of our kind—dead. Those of us who lived through it reclaimed bits of the new world as our own, rebuilt. Not everyone was so lucky.” Bhediya saw hundreds of dwarvenkind pouring into the red, a flailing, wailing mass of bodies, there and then gone, the handful left stranded on disjointed bits of land, not enough to start over again. She turned away from the carnage just in time to see a single hand, its thumb the length of her body, sinking slowly into burning, bubbling red depths. Bhediya reached out for it, as if she could save the giant from its fate—but then wisps of white light, glittering as they gathered and then flitted apart, began to emerge from the places Astirakhanda had split to its core. They were magnetic, hypnotic, and she grasped at the tendrils of milky light with both hands. They wrapped themselves around her wrists, pulling her in and fusing with her scalding flesh so that she felt all the elements—fire, earth, wind, water—colliding within her at once. She couldn’t contain them, couldn’t control them, and she was burning and drowning and choking at the same time. This was elemental magic, in its purest form, straight from its source. She opened her mouth to scream, and her lungs filled with the lava, her body plunging down and down and down, through raging heat and rushing water, howling wind and crumbling earth.

Bhediya opened her eyes, and the darkness lifted. She blinked, and the Sanamiri’s sorrowful face came into focus. She breathed in the familiar smells of Chandanee Mukan and saw Nandapore’s lights flickering beyond the balcony of her own room. She was sitting once again on the edge of her own bed but realized that, in one hand, she held a ball of flames, already growing and giving off sparks. “Do you see now the truth of how you came to be what you are?” the elf asked.

The fireball in Bhediya’s hand fizzled into the air. She felt dizzy and a little disoriented. But her strongest feeling was one of being in imminent danger. Yet the elf did not stop her when she crossed to the washbasin, cupped her hands in the cool water, and drank. Feigning nonchalance, she went to her dressing table and picked up her hairbrush in one hand and, on instinct, the obsidian wolf necklace in the other. She slipped the necklace into the pocket of her robe in the same motion as turning to face her guest and running the brush through her hair. He was still sitting on the bed, his position unchanged, only now a blade lay in front of him, the steel glowing green. Ignoring the knife, Bhediya forced a smile and said, “Well, these are strange and wondrous things you’ve shown me. But even if there’s truth in these visions, I don’t understand why there’s any need to threaten me. There have been spellcasters among the womenkind in Nandapore for hundreds of years. It’s a harmless art, this little bit of elemental magic some of us still possess. Why rush to be rid of us now?”

“A harmless art?” the elf repeated. “If you could see what I see, you would know there is nothing harmless about it. That’s the problem—once the magic was exposed, it had to be channeled somewhere, else it would have pulled us all in, eventually. Nothing would have survived. In that terrible moment, when the world was coming apart, it was Yusara who chose to fuse it to your womenkind.” More to himself than to Bhediya, he said, “I wonder if that’s a choice she regrets.” He spoke of the goddess as if she were a lost friend. “After that, it took all Her remaining strength to calm the blast. To close the rifts. To make Astirakhanda whole. She has slept ever since. And the magic sleeps too, under this gods-abandoned city.” He picked up the knife, turning it slowly in the lamplight, watching the shadow it cast on the wall: a shadow of a much bigger blade. “We had hoped the magic would fade over time, and for the most part, it has. But there are some for whom the power has only grown stronger.” His eyes locked with Bhediya’s, and she felt a stab of fear. “Too strong,” the elf said. “You are a risk we cannot take any longer. It’s time to start fresh. The world will be again as it once was. As you saw it. As it was meant to be.” He looked at Bhediya earnestly, sadly. “But I wanted you to know why you die tonight. And I wanted you to know it isn’t your fault.” He sighed, resolved. “For the good of the empire.”

Then he was at her side, the knife raised to her neck, drawing a trickle of blood. She was taller than him and had been expecting the attack, already forming a fistful of embers she threw into his face before she ran to the door. But the handle, glowing green, would not turn. She was trapped. “Don’t do this, Bhediya,” she heard the elf say, his voice half flutter, half hiss. He should have been burned, but he stood unharmed, giving off a faint green glow. “I wish it didn’t have to be like this, but if it must be so, then at least let me make it painless.”

Bhediya called fire to life in both her hands and began hurling balls of flame at the elf. Most he deflected, some hit, and one sailed past him, catching the edge of the painted silk screen partitioning off the bathtub and setting it ablaze. “You underestimate me, elf,” Bhediya said, jumping onto the bed. “You think you know what I am, but you have no idea.” He would call her bluff, she was sure of it. But if she could frighten him a little, it might buy her a bit of extra time.

He looked up at her through the fire she continued to rain down on him, his expression forlorn. “I wonder if you know what you are,” he said. Then his gaze shifted to her pocket. “But someone knows,” he said. “Who gave it to you?” Bhediya pulled the wolf head from her pocket, and the elf recoiled, more afraid, it seemed, of the necklace than of the fire that was now filling the room with smoke. It may be useful to you, Akio had said. But then, he had been in such a hurry to get her into bed, he had neglected to mention useful in what way. She held it out in front of her like a shield, even as she stepped off the bed and backed away toward the balcony. “Get out,” she told him. “Or I’ll have no choice but to use this.” She waved it around, willing it to do something, anything, that might give her a chance of escape.

The elf followed her, the knife still in his hand. The fire was lapping at her wardrobe now, consuming the rug, the table and chairs. Bhediya could hear cries of alarm from the hallway. She darted a glance at the sandstone shrine to the goddess, there more for decoration than for devotion, but in that moment, a prayer took shape.

“Don’t you see?” the elf was saying. “This magic is not meant for you. It never was, and it never will be. You cannot command it. But your kind tried to take what was ours once, and you will try again.” Bhediya was backed against the balcony railing, a three-story drop and certain death on the other side. The elf blocked the doorway, his eyes closed as he murmured, “For our part in what has come to pass, we must make amends. What has been released, we must return. We will have peace,” he said, eyes flying open, glowing green. “Peace, at any price.”

Bhediya saw the blade flash and heard again Akio’s voice. Keep it close. In those moments that should have been her last, she locked eyes with a stone goddess and slipped the silver chain over her head, smearing the obsidian with blood where it touched her neck. The wolf opened its ruby eye and the elf sank to his knees, the knife slipping from his grip. “Ontorom forgive us,” he whispered, before the beast where the woman had stood tore into his throat.

A crowd gathered on the street to watch Chandanee Mukan burn, its doors locked, its inhabitants screaming. Amid the smoke and chaos, no one noticed a black wolf streaked with silver clawing its way up the side of the building. At the edge of the roof, just before it leapt to the next rooftop, it turned, the flames reflected in its amber eyes. Then Bhediya lifted her head and howled, an anguished sound carried away on the wind, before she left the House of Moonlight and the life she had known behind.







CHAPTER 11
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GARJAN

Garjan woke before the dawn, dressed in darkness and, as he had done for the two days since his wedding to the queen of Abhaya, slipped out of the palace unnoticed. He had thought his days of sneaking in and out, trying to escape his brother’s eye (or the back of his hand), were long behind him, but here he was, a man of eight and twenty, a prince, a king—reduced to the same escape attempts as a thirteen-year-old boy.

He took his horse across the moat, through Abhaya’s quiet early-morning streets, until stone turned to sand and they were running along the beach. He knew they made a majestic-looking pair in the pink glow of the sunrise, and had he been back in Nandapore, the sight of a prince galloping along unaccompanied would have almost certainly drawn some attention. Not that there was anywhere to gallop in Nandapore, other than the walled palace hunting grounds—nothing like the wild, natural terrain of Abhaya’s shoreline. A few fishermen looked up from their nets as he passed, but otherwise, his presence interested no one.

Leaving the mare tied in the shade of an overhang, Garjan removed his chappals and tunic and waded into the surf. He swam, following the curve of the cliff, over the brightly colored coral to where the water turned from turquoise to deep blue and the temperature dipped the farther down he dived.

He came up on the other side of the reef, breathing hard, buoyant in the salty waves. He swam to the mouth of the cave he had discovered the day before, a hideaway tucked into the cliffside where he could be fully alone. He would have to find a guide, someone he could trust, to help him come to know his new home, just as a thief had helped him come to know Nandapore when he was a boy. Zamu had arranged a city tour for him, but Garjan felt certain that the orderly market with its fawning merchants, the good-humored farmers and fishers, and the blissful devotees at every temple and roadside shrine, singing praises to their goddess and their queen, could not be all there was to Abhaya. Like the hidden cave, he was sure Abhaya had its secrets, its doors that only opened in the dark. And if he was to help Taara rule, if they were truly to be partners—in the work at least, if not in the flesh—he would need to start making some friends outside the palace walls as well as within them.

In the cool of the cave, Garjan sat on folded knees, his wet trousers clinging to his skin. He turned his palms up and closed his eyes, inhaling the clean sea air, feeling his body relax and his mind calm with every breath he took. He followed no god or goddess, as Pavan had always scoffed at such beliefs, but he had learned to enter the meditative state from an elf who frequented the House of Moonlight. The old Norvardarian sea captain had sworn that when he meditated before fucking, he lasted twice as long. Garjan had enjoyed no such effects, and had in truth felt more than a little self-conscious at first about acting on the word of an elf, and a drunken one at that. But Bhediya had encouraged him to continue the practice, and if it helped him earn a word of her praise, Garjan would do just about anything. Over time, he learned to sink deeper into the meditative state. And sometimes—when he found that perfect balance between energy and stillness, sound and silence, intuition and intellect—he almost felt connected to some power greater than himself.

When Garjan opened his eyes, he felt focused and loose. He rose to a standing position and began going slowly through the series of positions that formed the malla-yuddha, Nandapore’s ancient art of combat. He had trained with other children of noble birth in the New City’s grand arena, with its massive stone walls and banners draped from end to end. For most of them, the training was for show—a way for aristocracy to feel connected to their warrior ancestors, and to applaud their sons and daughters as they swung wooden swords at one another and grappled on smooth, freshly swept ground in elaborately choreographed hand-to-hand routines. But Garjan had not been born to nobility; he had been born to royalty. By Pavan’s decree, he had also trained within the palace walls, with a real sword, a real staff, his real fists and body, and, once, a very real bear.

“The prince of Nandapore must be ready for war,” Pavan had told him as he shook and whimpered while the royal physician stitched up the gash in his arm from a swipe of the bear’s paw. “And stop that sniveling, or I swear on our father’s name I’ll rip out every one of those stitches and have the good doctor start all over again.”

“I could have died,” Garjan had protested, pride winning out over pain as he wrestled his tears under control. “And we’re not at war. Nandapore hasn’t been at war in hundreds of years.” It was true that before the Great Blast, before the Samjayan Empire had been so called, there had been countless small kingdoms within its lands and as many endless wars between them, as their kings and queens and armies battled one another for claims to power. After the Great Blast, the kingdoms were weak and in chaos, and out of the rubble, Nandapore and Samjaya rose to eat them up, one by one, until it was an empire divided into seven—Nandapore and Kundar to the west, Loha and Venkatapore to the east, Samjaya in the middle, Abhaya at the southernmost tip, and the Tiger Islands, which remained part of the empire in theory more than in practice, separated from the mainland as it was by miles of Masinian Sea. The Samjayan Empire had flourished in a tenuous kind of peace in the centuries since, and it seemed to Garjan a cruel and unnecessary thing to make him prepare for a war that was never going to happen. But even then, Pavan had been firm.

“You will know war,” he had said. “You will know what it is to fight for your life. And you will know what it is to win.” Garjan understood somehow that his brother wasn’t making a prediction. He was making a promise.

Garjan went through the movements fluidly, his footing sure. Even empty-handed, he felt the weight of the sword and the staff, and moved with the same force he would have used to wield them. The sequences were rooted deep in his muscle memory and he moved without conscious thought, at one with his body, in perfect control. Even though the purpose of the action was combat, here, in this hidden cave, surrounded by sky and sea, Garjan felt something more akin to reverence than to violence.

By the time he began to tire, Garjan was damp with sweat. He stood at the mouth of the cave and let the sea breeze dry his skin. And finally, he let the longing for Bhediya, which he tried so hard to hold at bay in the presence of his new wife, flood through him. He expected leaving Diya to be hard, but he hadn’t known how hard, hadn’t counted on missing her hurting so badly, like a wound that would not close. And it had only been three days. At this rate, either the misery of being parted from the woman who made him feel whole would fade, or it would drive him mad. More than once already, he had thought of throwing everything—his family, his duty, his titles, his wealth—to the realms of demons and riding back to Nandapore. Back to her. The thing that stopped him was Taara. His wife. He had promised her his protection and that she would no longer be alone in the world. He hardly knew what to make of this queen he had married, but his honor would not let him go back on his word.

Garjan sighed and pushed all thoughts that were not of Bhediya out of his mind. If this was the only time he could be with her, then so be it. He closed his eyes and she was there in his arms, soft and naked and laughing as she kissed him. Then his cock was in his hand and it could have been the embrace of her lips, or the firm grasp of her fingers wrapped tight around his length. It could have been the wet heat of her core as she took him in, sparks in her eyes, his name in her mouth. There was both art and artifice in the profession of selling pleasure, and Bhediya was a master of both. He had asked her once, playfully, “It’s different with me, isn’t it? Tell me you save at least a few of your tricks for your prince alone.”

He had only meant to tease, but Bhediya had regarded him seriously with her amber eyes and replied, “It’s different with you because I love you.” And then he had fucked her and her magic had coursed through them both and he never questioned again if or why or how what they had was a thing apart and a thing more precious than all other things in all of Astirakhanda and all the realms beyond.

The sun was high when Garjan returned to the palace, and the courtyard was a veritable circus of servants and horses and palanquins, dust and people and animals swirling before him in the heat. He dismounted and walked the horse around the edge of the courtyard, pausing to gaze at the shrine to the goddess, the only thing that remained still. For the briefest moment, the courtyard went hazy around him, and he saw again what he had seen in the temple—flames, everywhere flames. He reached for his sword, but then he blinked again, caught in a cloud of dust, and when the air cleared, everything around him was as it had been. Someone was leading his horse away and someone else was relieving him of his blade while helping him into a long vest trimmed in gold thread, and someone else put a goblet of cold sweet wine in his hand. He scanned the courtyard but caught no sight of either his brother or his wife. He did, however, see Zamu coming straight toward him.

“Highness, good morning. Well, I suppose it’s near afternoon by now, but no matter, no matter at all,” Zamu said, ever diplomatic, bowing as he spoke. “As you can see, all preparations have been made for your journey, and your queen awaits you.” He gestured at the gold palanquin and the men caked in red clay who stood at the ready to lift it off the ground. It looked to Garjan like a rickety contraption. In Nandapore, royal processions went forth on horseback, or for longer journeys, palanquins were strapped to the backs of elephants, their enormous feet chained together so that they moved as one. Ten people or more could easily travel in comfort, able to stretch out to sleep, or do other things, as the king might command.

“My horse…” Garjan said, pointing vaguely in the direction his mare had disappeared.

“You’ll hardly have need for a fine horse like that on this journey, Highness,” Zamu said. “The terrain of the valley can be treacherous, and if the monsoons come early and it floods, we’re bound to lose a horse or two in the mudslides.” At Garjan’s horrified expression, Zamu quickly continued, “Not to worry, our bearers know the Noor well. You and Queen Taaratajini will be in good hands.”

“My sword?” He had meant it to be a command, but it came out as if he was asking permission to carry it.

Zamu frowned, his creased face creasing further. “Your brother has appointed a royal guard for you. You will be well protected.” And then, seeing Garjan ready to argue, he added, “Besides, you go to Samjaya as a guest. It would be unseemly to show up at the emperor’s door armed for a fight. You wouldn’t want to jeopardize all that your brother has worked for with one lapse in courtesy, would you?”

“No, of course not,” Garjan ground out, draining the wine in his cup. Zamu took the empty goblet and smiled, and Garjan noted in a detached kind of way that the gap in the old man’s teeth had been filled with a gold tooth that glinted, out of place, in his mouth.

“What a resplendent pair you’ll make, representing our two great cities at Samjaya’s court. This is the future of the empire,” Zamu said, eyes shining. “This is how the course of history is changed.”

Garjan suppressed an eye roll. “A marriage and a higher price for a pound of salt is hardly going to change the world,” he said. “Speaking of our… agreements, I must get them from my brother.”

“Allow me to have someone fetch them,” Zamu said, already waving a servant over, but Garjan shook his head.

“He will only entrust them to me. And besides, I wish to say goodbye.”

At this, Zamu folded his fingers over his chest and pursed his thin lips. “Of course, Highness,” he said. “I believe you will find King Pavanathan in the dining hall. I only request, humbly, that you make haste in your farewell. The day is half gone, and if you mean to cross the valley within the week, you’ll need to make better time than this.”

Garjan made some cursory response and found his way into Abhaya Palace, where his brother sat alone at the head of the banquet hall, in the queen’s sandstone throne. It was an elegant seat, tall and narrow, polished to a fine red sheen, intricately carved with flourishes to resemble flames and inscribed with verses from the Book of Yusara, and rooted to the palace’s stone floor. Immovable. It was a poor fit for Pavan, who was tearing meat from bone and barely looked up when Garjan walked toward him. “More fish,” Pavan said, flicking a bone onto the floor. “Can you believe that? I’m going to have some decent meat sent to you from Nandapore—a hundred goats, fifty cows, thirty lambs. You’ll waste away to nothing otherwise.”

Garjan knew Abhaya didn’t need that kind of livestock—it didn’t have the pastures to sustain them, and more importantly, its people didn’t have the will to slaughter and eat them. He was about to say so, but then thought better of it. Now was not the time to start an argument. “Thank you, brother,” he said instead. He cleared his throat. “The caravan is ready to leave,” he told Pavan. “Do you have the letters I am to deliver to His Eminence?”

Pavan grunted, wiping his greasy fingers on the skirt of the nearest serving girl. From inside his bejeweled vest, Pavan pulled a single scroll and held it out to Garjan. Garjan took it, running his thumb over the red wax seal of Nandapore holding it closed. “Is this all?” he asked. He had expected several scrolls, as he had seen sent from Nandapore when Pavan negotiated agreements with its other trade partners. He turned the scroll in his hand. “Shouldn’t this have Abhaya’s seal on it as well?” he asked. “Even if this so-called trade agreement is just a way to make sure you are rewarded for—”

Pavan barked a laugh. “Come now, little prince, are you so naive? Does the hunter barter with the birds in his snare? No, when your prey is within your reach, you snap its neck.” Garjan looked at his brother blankly, but Pavan was not forthcoming with any further information. “Don’t worry,” Pavan said, coming around the throne to straighten his brother’s vest and lay his heavy hands on Garjan’s shoulders. “We’ve held up our end of the deal. Now it’s time for the emperor to do the same. All you have to do is keep that wife of yours happy.” Pavan paused, then said, “Or if not happy, then at least keep her in line. We’ll need her.”

Need her for what? Garjan thought, but Pavan was already embracing him and pushing him toward the door. There was no time for questions or second thoughts, and he found himself hoisted into the royal palanquin, scrambling for something to hold on to, as from somewhere, a horn sounded, and he felt the palanquin lifted off the ground and moving forward. The curtains swayed and the cushions shifted as the men carrying it found their rhythm. It was only after Garjan had gotten his bearings that he thought to look at the woman seated across from him in the enclosed space. Taara’s eyes were red, her face tearstained. Garjan’s heart sank. “Zamu didn’t tell you we were going,” he said softly.

He saw hurt in her eyes. More than hurt. Betrayal. “You didn’t tell me either,” she said. Garjan opened his mouth to protest, but she folded her arms across her chest and looked away, shutting him out. He leaned back, his cheek finding velvet, and watched the landscape change. The city gave way to uninhabited plains, the sea far behind them, the rushing Ganganoor River guiding their path into the valley.

It was near dark when the caravan stopped to make camp for the night, and Garjan was glad for the chance to stand and stretch his long legs. He extended a hand to Taara, intending to help her out of the palanquin, but she stayed where she was, turning her back to him. He wandered through their small camp and could smell fire and food cooking; could hear men laughing as games of dice began. It reminded him of home. Garjan walked on, past the last tents, toward the edge of the valley. He had quarreled with Bhediya too, from time to time over the years, but he always knew what to do to appease her, knew what to say to coax a smile from her lips even when she was trying to be stern with him. He knew her—and that made it easy to repair whatever rifts came up between them. Taara was still a stranger to him, and he had no idea how to bridge the widening chasm between them.

We’ll need her. That was what Pavan had said. Something didn’t add up. Garjan fished the scroll Pavan had given him out of his vest pocket and looked at it. If he was to win his wife’s trust, the first step would be to understand what part Pavan meant her to play in his plans. He knew the guards his brother had appointed trailed him at a distance, ever watchful, but he didn’t care. He made the decision and broke his brother’s seal and, in the waning light of dusk, read a letter that, he quickly realized, he was never meant to see.







CHAPTER 12
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ROLAND

Roland stumbled out of the tunnels and scrambled out of the canal, dripping wet and putting one foot in front of the other on instinct alone. He couldn’t make sense of what he had seen in that cellar, couldn’t make sense of what the Sanamiri had said. He walked through the Old City for the better part of an hour, ignoring the rickshaw-wallahs who called out to him as they trotted past, offering him a ride. It was only when he was past the market, still bustling with nighttime business, at the top of the hill looking down at the port below, that he saw the smoke rising from Courtesan’s Row. A trio of well-dressed young men approached, arms slung around one another, singing a song too slurred to understand. “Hey,” Roland called to them. “What’s going on? Looks like fire?”

One of the boys glanced back over his shoulder and waved his hand dismissively. “Big fire,” he said. “Big whorehouse. What was it?”

“House of Moonlight,” another of the group chimed in. “Pity. It had the best girls.” Then, elbowing his friend, he said, “Maybe the price will go down if they’re all burned to a crisp.”

The third of the group grimaced before taking a swig from a silver flask. “You’d fuck a girl with a burnt face?”

“Well, I’m not paying to look at her face, am I?”

“It’s all your father’s money anyway,” the first one who had answered Roland said, “so technically, you’re not paying for any of her.”

One young man grabbed the flask from the other and held it high. Roland could just make out the gemstones with which the flask was inlaid glittering in the glow of the torches lighting the road to the market. “To my father!” the boy said. He drank and passed the flask on, each of them doing the same, until the last of them drank and extended the flask to Roland.

“To your father,” Roland repeated, and drank. The wine was smooth going down, the flask heavy in his hand. Just then, he saw a rickshaw heading for the bridge, and he whistled, waving one arm, until the rickshaw slowed. “Get in, all of you,” he said. “There’s trouble in the city tonight, and I’d see you boys get home safely.”

“Good thinking, good man,” the owner of the flask said, wrapping an arm around Roland as if they were old friends. He patted clumsy hands over the silk of his tunic. “Now, where’s my change purse?”

“Not to worry, gentlemen,” Roland said, helping all three pile into the rickshaw and then passing a few coins to the driver. “Your fare has been paid.”

As the rickshaw pulled away, Roland heard one of them call, “Wait, what’s your name? I’ll repay you.”

But Roland was already walking away, putting more and more distance between them as he headed for home. He tried not to think of the smoke, of burnt faces, of Bhediya and what losing her would do to his friend, the prince of Nandapore. No sooner had he pushed those thoughts from his mind than he saw again Akio gasping for breath, and the potion seller screaming, and Sanamiri who transformed into two-headed snakes. It was too much. He wanted no part in any of it. He didn’t know Akio, didn’t owe the elf anything. There were other whorehouses; another would spring up in Chandanee Mukan’s place tomorrow. And Garjan was gone, some other place’s king, some other woman’s husband. None of these were his concern. People came and went. What did it matter to a ghost?

Avoiding Courtesan’s Row, Roland took the back alleys to the room he rented on the second floor of Shamini and Vishal’s ramshackle house. He climbed the ladder left there for him, crossed the roof, and, reaching over the side, dug his fingers into the crack between the second and third brick from the top. With his key retrieved from within the crack, Roland unlocked the hatch and jumped down, landing silently in the middle of the room.

It was sparsely furnished—a simple bed, a woven mat on the ground, a wooden stool, a few shelves along the cracked plaster walls, and a pile of bottles near the door: two left standing, half a dozen empty and discarded. A cup and a bowl and a brass pot sat on the shelf, collecting dust. There seemed to be nothing of value in the room; no decorations, no reflections of whoever called this space home, save for a bird carved from white pine perched on the windowsill.

Without bothering to light the lamp, Roland pulled the silver flask from the inside pocket of his tunic, feeling its weight, running his thumb over its jewels. Moving in darkness, he ran his fingers along the wall and then lifted a flap of plaster where it appeared to be cracked. He deposited the flask into the hidden compartment revealed, along with the brass cylinder from around his neck. They joined a pouch of coins, a sheaf of maps, and a pair of gem-studded silver bracelets. It wasn’t much, but it was enough so that if a time ever came when he had to leave Nandapore in a hurry, he could board a ship and start a new life with a new name in some other place. Closing the compartment, he let his forehead rest against the cool plaster. Maybe that time is now, he thought. Then he straightened, peeled off his clothes, damp from canal water and sweat, and tossed them into one of two baskets in the corner of the room. From the other, he pulled a fresh pair of trousers and fell into bed and a fitful sleep. One thought hounded him, coloring his dreams with blood and fangs and flames, everywhere flames: If Bhediya was dead, and Akio was dead, and he the only link between them… how long till whatever had come for them came for him too?

Two days passed while Roland hid out in his room, smoking and brooding and trying to convince himself not to care. When finally Shamini screamed at him to smoke his wretched bhang outside before he burned her house down, he forced himself out of the hatch, to wash with the cold water dribbling from the rusty tap on the roof. The morning was hazy with the promise of heat in the air as he made his way down the ladder to lean against the wall and smoke his bhang roll. Before long, Shamini came around the house, cursing at the mule, as she got ready to head to the market. He raised a hand in greeting, and she slowed the mule.

“Hey, Bhuta, you want a ride?”

Roland inclined his head at Shamini, touching a hand to his heart in a gesture of thanks before hopping on board and settling himself among her woven mats and baskets. As the mule plodded uphill, Shamini gave Roland a backward glance. “You’ve been quiet these past few days,” she said. “Don’t tell me you were in the middle of all that mess happening on Courtesan’s Row.”

“What mess do you mean, Shamini-ji?” Roland replied, feigning innocence. “I’ve been at temple these past few days.” She rolled her eyes, and he continued, “At prayer,” which made her snort with laughter.

“Don’t you Shamini-ji me,” she retorted, flipping her braid over her shoulder. “I’m no elder to you. I could be your sister—your younger sister. And besides that, my quick-fingered friend, I have it on good authority that you were seen out and about. With some big-shot Norvardarian no less. What’s the story there, Bhuta? Just between us, na?”

Roland grinned, shaking his head. It was as certain as the sunrise that whatever he shared with Shamini now would be common knowledge across the Old City by dusk. His smile faded as they passed Courtesan’s Row and he caught a glimpse of the rubble where Chandanee Mukan should have stood, a jarring patch of sky visible now in the gap left between the houses. He looked away.

“It’s a terrible thing,” Shamini said, her voice hushed but brimming with an excitement that suggested she thought what had happened was anything but. “I heard the girls were trapped inside and burned alive.” She sat up a little straighter in her seat and said, “Can’t say they didn’t get what they deserve. Shameless spellcasters, all of them.”

Shamini seemed ready to say more, but Roland couldn’t stomach it, not today. “I’ll take my leave here,” he said, jumping out onto the side of the road. He felt the impact in his knees and winced. His age was catching up to him.

“Suit yourself,” Shamini said, already leaving him behind. “Be careful out there, Bhuta,” she called over her shoulder. “The city is boiling. Don’t get caught in the pot.”

“I was born in the pot,” Roland muttered.

“You lost?” a voice asked.

Roland looked up and found himself staring at the same man he had passed two days earlier, still shirtless, a brick from the nearby pile held between his hands. He gave Roland the same slow grin, squinting as he waited for an answer. In this handsome young face, this rich brown skin made darker by days spent in the sun, this softly curling hair, this mouth curving into a suggestive smile; in all these things, Roland saw the possibility of forgetting, even if only for an hour or two. He saw an easy exchange of pleasure, a way to replace the bitter taste of bile he had been biting back ever since he burst out of those damned tunnels. “Ghosts don’t get lost,” he said, looking the stranger up and down, making no disguise of his appreciation for what he saw.

The man raised an eyebrow at Roland. “I’ve never fucked a ghost before.”

Roland nodded at the house behind the half-built brick wall. “Do you live here?”

“No, I just work here. The master of the house has business in Kundar. He won’t be back until after the monsoons.”

Roland took a step toward him. “And the mistress of the house?”

“She’s visiting a friend. A very good friend, in the New City. A big house like this gets lonely, you understand. She won’t be back for hours.”

Roland took another step forward. His hand came to rest on the brick the stranger still held. He let his fingers skim a knuckle, a wrist. “And the wall?”

The man laughed. “The whole city’s crumbling into the sea anyway,” he said. “Fuck the wall.” He tossed the brick back onto the pile and took Roland’s hand, leading him through the gate, then into the house, then up the stairs, then down onto a feather bed. Roland made quick assessments as they moved—silk curtains, a silver tea set, a bit of jewelry strewn across a dressing table, some of it possibly worth taking. It wouldn’t take long to pick the place clean, if he ever needed to.

They undressed each other quickly, without hesitation or ceremony. “What’s your name?” the man with Roland’s cock in his hand asked, his breath warm where his lips brushed Roland’s neck.

Roland paused. “Wren,” he said. It had been his name once—Roland the Wren. Because he had been small and quick to take flight. He had memory of neither mother nor father, but a brother’s face blurred like a wet painting in his mind. His brother’s voice was still clear, where his features were not, and Roland still heard its echoes, urgent and afraid. Fly away, Wren. Fly as far away from this cursed land as you can. The plague had been sweeping across Theoland, and his brother had pressed the crudely carved bird into his hand, packed Roland a small bag, and sent him with strangers through the mountains, cold to his bones until they reached the coast, then abandoned to Nandapore’s merciless streets. It had all been so long ago. He knew his brother had sent him away to save him, and he had. But he had also taught Roland an important lesson—never hold on to anything too tightly. It could all be wrenched away in an instant.

“Wren… a northern name? I like it.” The young man sought Roland’s mouth, but Roland caught his curls and guided his head down, groaning as a hand and mouth together encased his cock. He came, hot against a waiting tongue, then let himself be rolled over, head resting on forearms, as the man withdrew a bottle of oil from the lampstand by the bed. The elegant shape of the bottle, the floral scent of the oil, how quickly it warmed on the man’s fingers as they eased inside him—it all pointed to a woman’s purchase, and Roland wondered briefly about what other services this bricklayer might provide for the mistress of the house. But then he was being oiled and opened and fucked, and it was exactly the release he had craved. In that moment, nothing else existed but the ache and then the ecstasy of his body joined to another, his mind blank, his heart blissfully numb.

When it was over, they lay side by side in companionable silence, until it was broken with “My name’s Yash, by the way.” Roland glanced at the man next to him, who gave him a wry smile. “Not that you asked.”

Roland returned his gaze to the ceiling. “Nice to meet you,” he said, which earned him a laugh.

“You know, I’ve seen you,” Yash said, head propped up in one hand. “I haven’t been in the city long, but… I’ve seen you around.”

Sensing more questions about to come, Roland said, “So, you’re not from Nandapore, then?”

“Abhaya,” Yash said, stretching out. He shook his head slightly. “The goddess will provide—that’s what they say, right? That’s what our mother said anyway. And then she died. And I can assure you that when my sister and I were starving out on the street, no goddess showed up to save us.”

“What brought you to Nandapore?”

“There’s no work in Abhaya, not for me anyway. My sister was lucky—she got a job in the kitchen at the Red Palace.” He laughed a little and said, “I don’t know who she had to fuck to get a job like that, but she has a roof over her head at least.” His laughter faded into a sigh when he said, “It’s more than I could give her.” With a shrug he continued, “There’s nothing for me there, so I thought I’d come here. Try my luck in the Grand Akhada.”

At the western end of the port in the Old City, the Grand Akhada was an arena of sorts, although in reality, there was nothing grand about it: a muddy, often bloody pit divided into three sections by wide ropes, where all manner of fights took place while a screaming crowd looked on and placed their bets. It had once been a training ground for Nandapore’s warriors, but there was little left of the malla-yuddha in the Grand Akhada now. “You would have been dead in a day,” Roland said.

“Very likely,” Yash replied. “Fortunately, the mistress of the house saw me in the market and hired me on the spot. She says it’s good to have a man around the house while her husband is away.”

Roland caught Yash’s eye. “What exactly did she hire you to do?”

Yash met his gaze. “I do whatever she asks. Whatever needs to be done.”

Roland nodded and left it at that. Even as he watched the sun dance across Yash’s hip and down his thigh, he was thinking. He knew Garjan would come back when he could—the prince lived and breathed for Nandapore, and for his precious Diya. But the thought of Garj showing up and finding the House of Moonlight gone, Bhediya gone… Roland wasn’t sure what that might do to him. What it might drive him to do to himself. He deserved to know. And he deserved to hear it from a friend. It would be no more than a courtesy, he told himself. And a good excuse to get out of the city, at least for a few days. “I’ve never been to Abhaya,” Roland said. “What’s it like?”

“Boring,” Yash replied. “And poor. Sometimes I think the whole city runs on devotion alone. The palace is separated from the city by this moat, but it might as well be the whole sea, for all our great queen knows what’s actually happening, how her people live and die each day. People are old-fashioned—there’s a festival or ceremony or tradition or prayer for every day of the week. We sing praises to the goddess for everything from a net full of fish to a solid shit in the morning. But it is beautiful. The water is warm, and the fruit is sweet. People are mostly kind, they help one another when they can. It’s not perfect,” Yash said, “but it’s home.”

“You must miss your sister,” Roland said.

Yash’s face clouded over. “She wanted to come with me, but it’s safer for her there. I’d go back if I could, make sure she’s all right, but I barely had the coin for the trip here and the mistress isn’t always… timely with payment.”

Roland let the pause stretch out between them, then he said, “I have a friend in Abhaya who I’d like to see, but I have reason to travel discreetly. If I paid for our transport—plus a little extra for your trouble—do you think your sister could get a message into the palace for me?”

At this, Yash sat up and regarded Roland with new interest. “You don’t strike me as a man with friends in palaces.”

Roland trailed a hand along the coverlet, stopping just short of where fingers might meet flesh. “I have friends in all kinds of places,” he said. His hand moved slowly up and up, until it closed around the base of a sleeping shaft that woke at his touch and began to swell again. Oh, to be young, Roland thought. “I’d want to leave soon,” he said, even as he felt Yash’s breath coming faster. “Today, if possible. Is there anyone you need to ask”—he looked up at Yash—“for permission? Those bricks aren’t going to lay themselves.”

“I think the wall can wait,” Yash said. He closed his eyes as Roland’s hand moved faster, jerking his cock with rough strokes. “I’ll find a scribe and leave the mistress a note. She’ll understand. She’ll—ah! Don’t stop!”

“Is that a yes?” Roland asked.

“Yes, for fuck’s sake, Wren, yes!”

When they met again at the northern gates an hour before sunset, Roland was leading an ornery horse pulling a covered wagon. Yash looked inside and found a worn quilt covering splintered wood, a travel sack and some food, two bottles of wine, and a map to Abhaya. “I said I’d get us there,” Roland told him, handing him the reins. “Not that I’d get us there in style.” He climbed into the wagon. “We’ll take turns driving,” he said. “My turn starts at nightfall.”

As Yash drove, under cover of the wagon’s patched-up tarp, Roland dozed, turning the wooden wren over in his hand. Fly away, Wren. Now he was flying away again, fleeing an enemy he didn’t fully understand, and seeking a friend who had to know the truth of what was happening in the city he loved—even if Roland knew it would break his heart to hear it.







CHAPTER 13
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TAARA

Taara woke with a start, her neck stiff and her legs cramped. She was curled awkwardly on the palanquin seat, still wearing the clothes she had worn throughout the previous day’s journey. Sunlight filtered through the drawn curtains, but the palanquin was still, so they hadn’t yet begun the descent into the valley. She sat up, rubbing her neck with one hand and trying to comb through her tangled curls with the other. Yesterday’s fruit sat untouched on its platter, turning brown and attracting flies. She wanted Bala to be there with tea and a scolding and a smile. She wanted a bath drawn and clean clothes laid out and her girls there to rub the soreness from her legs and smooth the oil through her hair. She wanted her mother. She wanted home.

When the curtains were suddenly pulled aside, Taara instinctively turned away, lifting the pallu of her sari to cover her face. When she saw it was only her husband, she dropped the veil and glowered at him. He smelled of soaproot and sandalwood and looked positively well rested, which only made Taara all the more irritable.

“Good morning,” Garjan said, seeming surprised to see her. “Did you sleep well?”

“No,” Taara replied dourly.

“I think you’ll find the tent a more comfortable option. I’d welcome your company. And I wouldn’t… expect anything of you.”

How noble of you, Taara thought. “Where are my ladies? I’d like to wash. And dress. And eat.”

Garjan’s forehead wrinkled. “I believe the… ladies went to the river. I thought you had gone with them.”

“Clearly not,” Taara snapped. Why would they go without me? Gathering the pleats of her sari in one fist, she clambered out of the palanquin, squinting in the morning light.

“There are fresh eggs and smoked fish, and good wine,” Garjan said, hopping down behind her.

“I told you, wine dulls the senses and—”

“And muddies the mind, I know,” Garjan said, and Taara got the distinct impression that her husband was poking fun at her. He pointed to the river rushing past. “Follow it down the hill. There’s a plateau. You should find your companions there.”

Taara gave him a quizzical look. “My companions?”

“Apologies. Your ladies. They’re yours to call what you like.” Then, with a smile that seemed genuinely friendly, Garjan said, “I hope you enjoy them well. My brother would be pleased to know someone is.” Before Taara could say more, he raised an arm and turned his head, his profile sharp against the gold palanquin behind them, and barked, “Guard!” Taara started at the sudden change in his tone, how easily he went from casual to commanding. A palace guard appeared at his side. “Escort Queen Taaratajini to the river. She wishes to join her ladies there.” With a bow, the guard fairly marched toward the river, leaving Taara to hurry after him. “Have something to eat,” Garjan called after her. “We have a lot of ground to cover today if we mean to stay ahead of the monsoon.”

Taara bit back a sharp retort. It was one thing for Bala and Zamu to treat her like a child, but it was another thing—a more humiliating thing—for her husband to do so. Without deigning to answer, she straightened her back and followed the guard along the river and down the slope, until Taara saw ahead flat rocks and figures lounging on them. She stopped short and stared. These were not her serving girls, her friends. These women had arrived in a gilded cage, bound with silk and dusted with gold. Even now, in the presence of their queen, they behaved as her own ladies never would—sprawled nearly naked in the open air, hair unbound, careless of who saw them.

The guard cleared his throat. “Shall I accompany you farther, Highness?”

“No,” Taara said, trying to hide her rising panic at being alone with these strangers, while her own ladies had clearly been left behind. “Leave us.” She had caught their attention now and they rose to stand in a line, five pairs of dark eyes watching her pick her way through the rocks until she stood before them. One stepped forward and bowed, her sari only half wound around her, her skin glistening with droplets of water.

“My queen,” she murmured, her voice soft, with the slightest rasp. “It is an honor for me—for all of us—to serve you, on this journey, and for however long we may bring you pleasure.”

Taara shifted her weight, uncomfortable under their combined gaze. She felt too hot, desperate for something to drink, unsure where to cast her eyes. “Thank you,” she said, “but I have more need of my serving girls at the moment than I do of…” She faltered. Of concubines? Of harem girls? Of whores? “Of… you.”

“We can be your serving girls,” one of them said, hips swaying as she moved toward Taara. She wore only her underskirt, and her bare breast brushed Taara’s arm as she began unlacing the queen’s blouse. Then they were all around her, undressing her, unclasping her jewels, and holding her hands as she waded unsteadily into the cold current. They bathed her well enough, if not with the gentle, familiar touch of her own serving girls. Someone rinsed out her clothes and laid them to dry in the sun while someone else wrapped Taara in a cotton sari—although, with no skirt or blouse beneath it, it did little to protect her modesty. Even though these women were not her own, they were at least women, and in their company, away from the undefined threat of her husband, she felt a certain sense of safety, if not ease. Lying back on the rocks, Taara closed her eyes. In her mind, she swapped their chatter for the voices of her friends, the rushing river for the sound of the sea, and the cry of a hawk overhead for the coo of her palace pigeons. She could almost imagine that she was back home, that she wasn’t yet a queen, wasn’t yet a wife.

A hand on her thigh startled her out of her imaginings. She sat up, but no sooner had she brushed the hand away than someone else was lifting the hair from her neck and pressing a mouth to the sensitive skin there, sucking hard enough to hurt. Taara pulled away. “What are you doing?” she gasped. Again, that heat, that desperate thirst. And a fluttering in her belly that was something between longing and fear.

“What you came here for, jaan,” the one who had spoken first said, her fingers digging into Taara’s thigh where they tried to pry her legs apart. Her lips curved into a smile and Taara’s mind registered that this woman was beautiful, even as her own body screamed things at her that she didn’t understand. I want. I want. Hands coiled around Taara’s arms, holding her in place, and she stared, transfixed, into black eyes that seemed to flash green, unblinking. The woman pressed cool lips to Taara’s, thrusting a tongue into her mouth, sucking the breath from her body. The taste left behind was bitter and Taara turned her face away, but a long finger on her chin forced her gaze to return. “Don’t turn away from us, little queen,” the woman said, her voice barely more than a whisper, a hint of a hiss. Taara felt powerless to stop what was happening, caught less in the embrace of the hands that held her and more in the grip of whatever spell this woman was weaving with her eyes, even as she lowered her lips to capture Taara’s mouth once more.

Then—a sound. A sound Taara knew. A sound she had heard over and over again, night after night. The chime of anklets. A song. A voice.

She shook off the hands that entwined around her and got to her feet, the strangeness of the moment gone so that they were once again five barely clothed women and one confused queen, looking around her in every direction, uncertain that she had truly heard what she had heard. “Do you hear that?” she asked. None of the women answered, but she was already following the sound, down the hill, into the mist where the river narrowed and met lush green grass. I know this place, Taara thought. I’ve seen it before. She began to walk faster, as the mist grew thicker and the grass grew longer. She realized she no longer knew from which direction she had come and in which direction she was going. She spun around, listening, lost. Then—a faint echo. You are the bird and I am the song. Taara turned and ran blindly toward the voice from her dream, so keen to keep it in earshot that she tuned out everything else—including the river itself. She stumbled through the grass and over wet rocks until the ground seemed to fall away beneath her. She was a heartbeat away from tumbling headfirst into the churning rapids below.

But then, so much can happen in a heartbeat. Hands circled her waist, pulling her back from the edge. Taara turned and looked into blue eyes, startling against the golden skin that framed them.

“It’s you,” she said.

When Payal sang, Taara heard the goddess in her voice. She hardly knew how to tell the sixth member of her husband’s harem that she had dreamed of her—not her face, but the voice and the valley and the anklets in the grass—for years. Instead, she stood dumbstruck while Payal bowed and said her name, all the while regarding the queen with some concern. “You almost fell in,” she said. “Are you sure you’re all right, Highness?” When Taara said nothing, she continued, “Did I frighten you? It wasn’t my intention to grab you like that, but I truly thought the river would have you.” She dropped her eyes and said softly, “Apologies, Highness. That’s not the way I would have liked to touch you for the first time.”

Taara was suddenly all too aware of her own half-clothed body, of the way Payal’s words set her pulse racing, flooding her body with heat. The only thing she could think to say was “You weren’t with the others. But… I heard you. You were singing.”

“I was,” Payal said. “Shall I sing for you now?”

Taara nodded, and Payal led her away from the river’s edge, until they came to an old tree rising out of the mist, its roots anchoring it to the green floor of the valley. With her back against its wide trunk, Taara watched Payal settle herself cross-legged in the grass. She kept the rhythm, tapping her hand on her thigh, picking out a melody first with just a hum. And then she sang. It was a different song now, in a language Taara didn’t understand, but the words hardly mattered. There was a sweetness to the sound of her voice, high and clear, and it vibrated alone in the air as if the valley itself had gone still to hear it. Payal herself seemed lost in the song, eyes closing as it flowed out of her. If sound could take on color, Taara thought, Payal would spin threads of gold from her lips. Taara didn’t quite realize she was inching closer to Payal as she sang, until the breeze pulled a tendril loose from Payal’s braid and, without thinking, Taara reached out and brushed it back behind her ear. Payal turned her cheek into the lotus decorating Taara’s palm. She opened her eyes and finished her song’s chorus. “I don’t remember the rest.”

Taara withdrew her hand, self-conscious in the quiet. She had not drunk, yet her thirst was quenched. Nothing screamed in her head anymore, but in the silence that remained, her body whispered firmly, I want. And then, looking at Payal, this woman who was a stranger and yet was not, it whispered, She wants. The realization caught Taara by surprise. She had never seen her own longing so clearly reflected back at her—not from her husband, not even from the other women of the harem when they had put their hands and mouths on her and left her shaken. They wanted something, but it wasn’t her.

When Garjan had first seen her undressed, on their first night as husband and wife, Taara had felt overexposed, had only wanted to shield herself from his gaze, which crept over her body like a trespasser in the night. But now, with someone else’s sari knotted carelessly at her shoulder and waist, leaving the curve of her slight breasts bare, she made no move to cover herself. She suddenly wanted very much to be seen. “Payal…” Taara said, not entirely sure how she would finish the thought, only wanting to say this vision’s name, as if by saying it aloud, she confirmed the woman in front of her was indeed real, no longer merely the stuff of dreams.

“I’m here, Highness,” Payal replied, leaning forward a little, perhaps to better hear what her queen would say, or perhaps to bring her lips that much closer to Taara’s. Taara leaned in too and let her eyes close. She was only listening to one voice now, singular and certain. I want, I want.

“Highness, where are you?” Taara’s eyes flew open and she stood abruptly, her face burning, as if she had been caught stealing.

The distant voice called her name again, and then said, “If that fool girl’s fallen in the river, her husband will have our heads.”

Someone else replied, “He can have my head… and all the rest of me too.”

There was laughter and more half-hearted shouts as the harem searched for their queen. From somewhere nearby, Taara heard a rasping voice call, “Queen Taaratajini, the caravan awaits your return, and your husband the king calls for you.”

Payal stood too, matching Taara in height. It was she who seemed more queenlike then, her voice calm and clear when she called back, “We’re here, Naina. I was just about to help the queen collect her things and then see her safely back to camp.”

Taara could see their figures now, through the mist. There was a pause, and then the one called Naina said, “See that you do.” She watched them retreat, then snuck a glance at Payal. If only she would turn, take two steps to be within Taara’s reach. But the moment was gone, and Payal’s anklets were already chiming as she followed the others.

“Be careful, Highness,” Payal said. “The mist can be treacherous. It’s easy to lose your footing here.”

Close behind her, Taara replied, “You already caught me once today. It would hardly be fair to ask you to catch me again.”

Payal stopped and turned so quickly that Taara almost stumbled over her. “You can ask me for anything,” Payal said, her sweet voice serious, her gaze direct. “Only ask and it’s yours.”

For three days, they proceeded through the verdant Noor, sometimes through mist so thick Taara could hardly see her own hand in front of her face. Her days took on a new shape as she began to mold them around Payal. The rest of the harem forgotten, Payal and Taara bathed together in the mornings, then Payal sang while Taara listened, or else they talked until they were summoned back to the camp. Payal told Taara about leaving Theoland with her merchant father after her mother’s death when Payal had only thirteen years. She spoke of their travels around the empire, making Taara laugh and gasp and sometimes go flustered at all the things Payal had seen and done. By the end of their first day spent together, Payal finished her story and her songs with Taara’s head cradled in her lap, her fingers combing gently through Taara’s damp curls. By the second day, when they waded together into the river, Taara felt bold enough to catch the hand that washed her, holding it briefly to the warmth of her breast. Payal looked at her, and although Taara could see a question in her eyes, she knew neither what Payal asked of her, nor how she should answer, and she let her hand go. By the third day, Taara could think of nothing else but Payal’s voice, Payal’s hands slippery with the soaproot, Payal’s eyes, Payal’s mouth. You can ask me for anything, she had said, and indeed she seemed to be waiting for some sign from Taara, but Taara had no words for what she wanted, and so said nothing as the knot of frustration in her belly tightened, the unfulfilled need sharpening into a keen ache.

After that first miserable night scrunched up in the palanquin, Taara took Garjan up on his suggestion to join him in the royal tent. The feather pallet covered in furs and draped in netting to keep the bugs at bay was as good as a real bed, but where Garjan sprawled comfortably in loose trousers, Taara took up as little space as possible, remaining fully clothed, from the pallu covering her head to the slippers on her feet. She ate with Payal or alone in the palanquin, doing her best to avoid being alone with her husband. She had been angry at him for treating her like a child or a fool, for not telling her of his brother’s plans to send them to the capital. But now she kept space between them for a different reason. Cavalier though he seemed about what she chose to do with Naina and Payal and the others who made up their shared harem, Taara couldn’t shake the certainty that there was something of a betrayal in what she felt, what she wanted. What she was.

On the morning of the fourth day, Taara woke and found herself alone in the tent, as usual. Garjan was an early riser and was often up before the sun. Payal found her in the royal palanquin, picking listlessly at a few slices of overripe melon and a boiled egg. She passed Taara a warm cup of weak tea, and with a guard as their escort, they made their way to the rocks by the river. They bathed, then found a spot where sunlight cut through the mist and sat together in the long grass. Payal sang, and Taara, as always, felt transported by her voice. Laughing at the memory, Payal recounted the time she tried to place a bet on a fight in Nandapore’s Grand Akhada.

“It was all anyone was talking about—a whore turned wrestler? What a story! We were flush with coin that week, so I went down there like everyone else to see this girl fight and place a bet. But if you can’t read the fight cards, all you see is rows of symbols, and you have to place your mark in the right row and the right column to bet on the right fighter in the right pit. It’s bloody complicated, really.”

“You can’t read?” Taara asked.

“Of course not. Why in all of Astirakhanda would my father spend any coin to send me to school?”

“The Book of Yusara says that pursuit of knowledge is akin to worship,” Taara said. “That’s why all children in Abhaya must go to school.” It had never occurred to her that anyone should have to pay simply to learn.

“Well, would that I had been a child of Abhaya. Then I might have known the difference between the column on the card for bet and the one for bid. And that’s how I accidentally bought my father a whore for three days.” Payal shook her head, her eyes dancing with mirth. “My father was none too pleased at first, but I think he got his money’s worth. And she taught me a thing or two besides.”

“About wrestling?” Taara asked, and Payal threw back her head, laughing as if Taara had told a terrific joke. Taara laughed too, not knowing why, only knowing she was utterly enthralled. Payal’s whole world was so full of color and coarseness and richness and risk, so different from anything Taara had ever known.

Payal glanced at her queen, and Taara felt again that she was waiting for something. Then, with a slight sigh, she said, “We should go back, Highness, before they come searching for us.”

She made to stand, but Taara caught the end of her cotton sari. “Wait,” she said, and pulled, and the embroidered fabric fell free of Payal’s shoulder. Instead of letting go, Taara kept pulling, with both bands, until the six yards of material had fully unwound, leaving Payal in her white blouse and underskirt, both near transparent in the sun. With the sari in her hands and Payal above her, Taara’s only thought was that she could not leave this valley, this place she had first seen in her dreams, without knowing an end to the ache, an answer to the whispered I want, I want. She took a deep breath, trying to summon some of her mother’s confidence. “I should like to be kissed,” she said. Payal’s eyes went wide, and Taara felt her heart in her throat. For as little as she knew of such things, she felt fairly certain that a kiss could not be commanded, as she had just done. “Please,” she added, a little lamely.

Payal sank down next to her, searching Taara’s face. “Is that what you want? Why didn’t you say so? I told you, you only have to ask.”

“I didn’t—” Taara began, but her words were cut short when Payal captured her mouth in a long kiss—the first real kiss Taara had ever received. The warmth of her lips, their sweetness, the gentle sweep of her tongue—in all these things, Taara heard again Payal’s song, and as she pressed her mouth more firmly to Payal’s, it was like swallowing a divine music, like touching the sunlight. Like coming home.

“I kept waiting for you to invite me to your tent, hoping you would… but you said nothing,” Payal said.

Breathless, between kisses, Taara managed to reply, “How could I? I share the tent with my husband, remember?”

“That hardly matters to me,” Payal said. Then with a coy smile, “I could pleasure you both, if you wanted.”

At this, Taara drew back. “No,” she said uncertainly. “I… I wouldn’t want that.”

Payal made a small sympathetic noise. “You don’t like lying with him?”

“I lie next to him,” Taara said. “What is there to like about that?”

“He doesn’t fuck you?”

Taara had grown used to Payal’s cursing—she did it often enough as she told her stories that Taara had eventually told her to stop apologizing every time a coarse word escaped. But now, faced with Payal’s cocked head and questioning look, she didn’t want to think about what the words meant, didn’t want to contend with the possibility that she might eventually have to get into bed with her husband and find out. She fell back into the soft grass and replied, “Dooseri-Ma said he would know what to do, but either he doesn’t know, or he doesn’t want to do whatever has to be done. Now everyone thinks we both know and have done it, when we’ve done nothing at all and no one will tell me plainly what we’re supposed to be doing in the first place.”

Payal stretched out beside her. “Poor princess,” she teased, tracing a line from Taara’s collarbone to the space between her breasts. “Shall I tell you?” Her fingertips skimmed over Taara’s belly to where a sari had been knotted around her waist while her underthings dried in the sun. “Or…” With a flick of her fingers, she undid the knot and slipped her hand between Taara’s legs. “Shall I show you?” Taara froze at the first unfamiliar touch, but Payal’s exploration was unhurried, her soft words and circling caress together coaxing Taara to wetness. “How does the story go? From Yusara and Ontorom’s divine union, humankind was born? And so it is with us mere mortals. When you lie with your husband, your body will open to him—here.” A single finger dragged languorously along Taara’s slick slit, not pushing for entry, only making the possibility of entry known. “His seed flows into you, and becomes a new life. But, Highness, when he moves inside you, when he learns how you like to be touched—there is great pleasure in that. And our bodies were truly made to experience all kinds of pleasure, don’t you think so?”

Taara’s breath was coming in short gasps, her hips rising from the valley floor as if with a will of their own. “It’s only with my husband that such pleasure is possible?”

Payal’s fingers moved in faster circles now, and she smiled as she bent to kiss Taara deeply. “You tell me,” she whispered, then pressed her lips again to Taara’s as the waves of the queen’s first release washed over her.

Afterward, with the intensity of the new sensation still buzzing in her body and the shock of it still reverberating in her mind, Taara sat up, staring at Payal with all the wonder of one who had been privy to some astounding bit of magic. “How did you do that?” she asked.

Payal laughed and said, “Your body is your own to touch as you please, Highness. You can do it yourself anytime you like. Although,” she added, pulling Taara to her feet, “I’m very happy to do it for you.”

They returned to camp and parted ways for the journey out of the valley to the outskirts of the capital, a city twice the size of Nandapore, if her husband was to be believed. He seemed nervous in the palanquin, shifting in his seat and constantly pulling the curtains aside, as if he expected the view to be different from one minute to the next. Tiring of his fidgeting, Taara reached for the wine jug between them and poured the sour-smelling liquid into a goblet. She held it out to him. “For your nerves.”

Garjan accepted the offered drink. “Thank you,” he said. He took a sip and leaned back, his attention now focused on her. “You seem different.”

Taara flushed, her defenses already rising. “I don’t know what you mean.” She tried to think of what else she might say, but he pursed his lips and nodded, then looked again past the curtains as they cleared the Noor’s mist, closing the window that had briefly opened between them.

When they stopped to make camp at dusk, Taara could see the spires of Samjaya in the distance and the smoke rising from within the city’s walls, but her mind was already back in Abhaya. There must be a tower, a room, some small space in the Red Palace she and Payal could make their own. Nibbling on flatbread dipped in dhal, alone in the golden palanquin, she wondered where Payal was, what she was eating, what she and the others who had arrived with her in a cage were talking about right now. She wondered what Garjan might say if she invited a whore into their tent, then asked him to leave them alone.

Taara waited until it was well after dark, when she thought Garjan would likely be asleep. Drawing her pallu over her head and across her face, she crossed from the palanquin to the tent and lay down next to her husband. She closed her eyes, and tried to imagine Garjan touching her as Payal had touched her. Your body is your own, Payal had said, and emboldened by the day’s discovery of pleasure, she put her hand between her legs, seeking the sensation that Payal had so easily set free. It was not Garjan’s face, nor his body, nor his imagined touch that got her there—those melted away from her mind as soon as she found what she sought: a key hidden inside her all these years that had only to be turned by the right hand. It was Payal there with her when she came again, biting her lip to remain silent so as not to wake the man she had married, sleeping soundly beside her.

In the morning, there was no time for Taara and Payal to find each other. The river was behind them now and the valley’s green grass had given way to dirt roads. The bearers packed their skin with the red clay and wrapped their faces in wide strips of cloth to keep from choking on the dust that rose in the hot air, full with the promise of rain, as they drew ever nearer to Samjaya. When they entered the gates of the central city, the palanquins were assailed by all manner of sounds and smells. People shouted in foreign languages, cows bellowed from the roadside, a prayer bell rang, children screamed. Something hard hit the side of the palanquin and Taara shrank back in her seat, lifting her pallu to cover her nose. She looked at Garjan, but he seemed unbothered by any of it. “Does Nandapore smell this bad too?” she asked him, only half in jest. He took a breath in, then grimaced, then smiled, but there was a wistfulness to his expression that Taara had seen on his face before. She would have to try to remember that she was not the only one who was far away from the home she loved.

A guard passed a message into the palanquin that they would arrive at Samjaya Palace within the hour. Garjan reached into his travel sack and pulled out a scroll with a broken seal. “When we arrive,” he said, “we will be given time to make ourselves presentable before our audience with the emperor. But before I give this to him”—he looked up, making sure Taara was listening—“we should talk. There are things you need to know.” Taara held out her hand for the scroll, but Garjan shook his head as the palanquin veered sharply and they heard the sounds of men shouting just on the other side of the silk curtain that shielded them from sight. “Not here,” he said, tucking the scroll into the inside pocket of his vest. He ran a hand through his hair and with a slight laugh said, “It’s going to sound like utter madness, and it may well be. I don’t know what my brother has got himself mixed up with, but as long as we’re in Samjaya as the emperor’s guests, we’ll be all right.” He paused and then added, “But still—try not to be alone with His Eminence if you can avoid it. Just to be safe.”

Taara nodded, but her stomach churned. Safe from what? She wanted to press Garjan for more answers, but the palanquin was slowing, and then was lowered to the ground. They had arrived. “Ready?” Garjan asked. Taara gave him a look that suggested she was anything but. Nevertheless, she took the hand he offered to help her out of the palanquin and stood blinking in the overbright sun baking the barren courtyard of Samjaya Palace. It was not as grand as she had imagined it might be—scorched white stone flanked on all sides by square towers with barred windows. It looked more like a fortress than a proper palace, its levels connected by walled bridges and many flights of steep stone stairs. Even its empty courtyard gave less of a welcome than the shrine to the goddess that welcomed visitors to Abhaya Palace. The arrival of the king and queen of Abhaya was met with neither gods nor servants nor fanfare of any kind.

Shielding her eyes with one hand, Taara gazed up the main stairs—at least fifty of them, long and wide and leading to heavy wooden doors fixed with rows of iron spikes. They almost seemed to ripple in the blistering midday heat. “Where is everybody?”

Garjan shook his head, scanning the eerily quiet palace for signs of life. “I don’t know.”

At that moment, the doors creaked open, and a squadron of Sanamiri marched forth. A Sanamiri ambassador had been in attendance at her wedding feast, but otherwise, Taara’s only knowledge of their kind was cobbled together from books and rumors and cautionary tales about elvenkind sorcery. The grace of the goddess could not be compared to the cheap marketplace magic of common spellcasters—that was what her mother had said. No good will ever come of mixing between those who plunder the elements for power and those who are blessed with it. And now here she was, among them. Seeing so many of them in the flesh, Taara could not stop staring. Their faces were as white and smooth as the stone on which they stood. They did not descend to greet the caravan, but rather stood on the platform at the top of the stairs, black tunics lined up in three neat rows, a Sanamiri spear held fast in each pale hand. One stepped forward and called down to them, “What business has Abhaya here?”

Taara felt rather than saw Garjan draw himself up taller and square his broad shoulders before he replied, “We have journeyed from Abhaya for an audience with the emperor. I would introduce my new wife, Her Highness Queen Taaratajini of Abhaya, at His Eminence’s court. And I bear a message from my brother, King Pavanathan of Nandapore, who sends his deepest regrets that he could not be here himself.” When there was no response from the Sanamiri, Garjan continued, “A flight of messenger pigeons was dispatched with news of our visit several days ago.” Looking at their impassive faces, he said, “I take it they never reached their destination.” Still, the elves said nothing, and Taara began to wonder if they weren’t about to be unceremoniously turned away. At her side, Garjan drew a breath, then turned on a bright smile. Spreading his hands in front of him, he said, “Well, I’ve never liked pigeons anyway.” Gesturing to the caravan behind them, he said, “As you can see, our party is not many, and we won’t require much in the way of hospitality. A few rooms, and an audience with His Eminence—that’s all we ask.”

“His Eminence isn’t here.”

Not here, Taara thought. We’ve come all this way and he’s not even here. “Where is he, then?” she demanded, her voice echoing in the courtyard. Suddenly all eyes were on her, and she immediately regretted speaking out of turn.

“The emperor’s whereabouts are not your concern,” the elf said, and Taara felt a ribbon of steel forming in her blood. She was no commoner to be addressed by a servant in such a way, nor was she a princess hiding in her mother’s shadow any longer. She was the queen of Abhaya, and a queen’s turn to speak was whenever she damn well wanted.

Taara stepped forward and tried to match Garjan’s smile, but her face felt tight and her voice had none of his jovial warmth when she said, “Blessings of the goddess on you, friends. My mother, Queen Suvarnatara, also sends her greetings and prayers for the emperor’s good health and Samjaya’s prosperity.” She took Garjan’s hand and continued, “With this new alliance between Abhaya and Nandapore, the time has come to negotiate new trade agreements between all three of our great kingdom-cities.” Taara paused, thinking, then said, “The emperor’s wisdom will be much needed in these matters. So you see, it’s of some importance that we meet with him.”

The elves conferred among themselves, then one said, “You may await the emperor’s return. You will stay here, in Samjaya Palace, as our guests.” With a resounding thud, all their spears lifted and fell at once, and two rows of Sanamiri emerged from the open door, moving silently in single file, to dismantle the caravan and usher its riders inside through iron gates that swung open on either side of the main stairs. “There is food and drink in the hall,” the elf said. He beckoned them up the stairs, and with their hands still tightly knit, Taara and Garjan began to climb.

Halfway to the door, movement at the edge of a stair caught Taara’s eye. When she saw what it was, she let out a cry and would have tumbled backward down the stairs had Garjan not been there to steady her. “Snake,” she gasped, pointing to the creature slithering slowly up the stairs, its white scales camouflaged against the palace’s white stone.

“Do not be afraid, Queen Taaratajini,” the elf said. “Snakes are sacred in Samjaya. It will not harm you. None of them will.”

Frozen to the spot, Taara’s eyes moved from stair to stair, and she realized with growing terror that it was not an illusion of the sun making the stone ripple but dozens upon dozens of white snakes, coiled in corners or lying flat, all but invisible until they began to move. As if attuned to her gaze or to her fear, a faint hiss arose and the stairs were suddenly dotted with black eyes rimmed in silver as all the snakes awoke. Taara’s toes curled in her slippers as she stood unmoving, a kind of panic she had never known choking the scream clawing its way from her throat.

“Keep going,” Garjan said, his voice low. “Don’t look down.” And he pulled her with him through the snakes, even as forked tongues flicked toward her and cold scales brushed against her bare ankles.

The palace’s interior was no more welcoming than its exterior, the thick stone and lack of windows keeping the corridors they passed through cool and dim. Looking around the dining hall where they were deposited, still under the watchful eye of two guards who remained stationed by the door, Taara thought that at one time, this might have been a beautiful space. The walls were painted in faded blues and greens, and rows of white pillars gilded with gold, now dull with a layer of dust, led to an ivory throne behind a long table. There was plenty of space between the pillars for several tables, and Taara could well imagine the banquets that had been held here once. Now the hall had the musty smell of a room that had been shut up for a long time.

Taara and Garjan sat together at one of the tables that remained, in front of a great long-empty hearth. There was no wood, no ash, no hint of warmth, and as the sweat dried cold on Taara’s skin, she shivered, holding her hands over the single lamp left burning between them. “I don’t understand,” Garjan said, “Samjaya’s court is legendary. There should be hundreds of people here.” He looked around, and Taara saw in him for the first time not a powerful prince, but a bewildered boy. She put her hand over his, and they waited.

Servants arrived with food and drink, as promised, but the smell of it turned Taara’s stomach. Half-cooked meat still oozing blood seeped from a shell of hard bread, and cubes of rubbery cheese swam in bitter, bubbling oil. Taara picked up a plum from the platter offered, but dropped it when she saw that the underside of the fruit was covered in white mold. She watched Garjan pick at the meat, breaking off a piece of the bread and using it to scoop the innards of the dish into his mouth. Examining the plate closer, he dug his fingers in, under the bread, and pulled out a single gray feather, coated with grease and stained with blood. “What is it?” Taara asked, repulsed.

“It’s pigeon,” Garjan said softly. He put the feather, which bore half an Abhayan brand, in front of Taara, and as she looked at it, she realized the message that they were coming had very likely been received after all.

Conscious of the guards still within earshot, they sat in silence, until the barely touched food was cleared away and servants came to escort them to their rooms—an outer chamber with a few mismatched furnishings and an inner chamber with a bed. Much like the hall from which they had come, the space had the air of emptiness to it, and though it had been dusted and a fire lit in the grate, there was nothing to offer the palatial comforts that Taara and Garjan had both known all their lives. Garjan was pacing the outer room, and before she could speak, he was at the door, opening it carefully and looking down the hallway to either side. “Guards,” he said, closing the door. “Guards everywhere. And not the ones we came with.”

Taara remembered what he had told her earlier and reminded him of his own words, hoping they were still true. “As long as we’re the emperor’s guests, we’ll be all right,” she said, standing uncertainly in the arch between the rooms. “We’ll be safe here… won’t we?”

Garjan looked at her, his expression grim. “I don’t think we’re the emperor’s guests,” he said. “I think we’re his prisoners.”







CHAPTER 14
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BHEDIYA

The wolf slinks along the rooftops of the Old City. It is alone and afraid. It has no pack, no home. It doesn’t belong here. It sniffs the air, seeking out the smell of trees, of somewhere safe. But all it finds is fire and blood. It cannot go on. It cannot escape. In the last hours before the dawn, it collapses. Its heart is a weak, temporary thing. The last thing it sees is morning light splitting the black waters of a sliver of the sea.

Bhediya bolted upright, gasping for breath in a strange bed, and in what felt like a strange body. Her throat felt raw, and a sickening metallic taste filled her mouth. When she touched a hand to her hair, she found it matted and reeking of smoke. She was naked under a thin blanket, which she clutched tightly around her as she took in her surroundings: a small room, a threadbare mat on the floor, a washbasin just visible behind a dingy screen, a cracked mirror hung crookedly on the wall, and below it, a dressing table strewn with a wooden hairbrush and hairpins, and a stick of neem in a cup for toothbrushing. Through the open window, in pale light that was either early dawn or early dusk, Bhediya could see the same fragment of Masinian Sea that she could see from her own window at Chandanee Mukan. That she used to be able to see. Before she had let it burn. Before she had put Akio’s necklace on. Before she had changed.

Whatever dark magic was at work here was the amulet’s doing, of that much she was sure. That was when she realized it was no longer around her neck. She forced herself to breathe, to stay calm. If she could get to Akio, he might be able to make sense of the wild tale her would-be assassin had spun. Even the thought of that deathly pale creature, with his haunted eyes and his knife at her neck, made fresh fear blossom in Bhediya’s chest. What if he comes for me again? Then, just as quickly, a cold certainty came over her. He will not come because he is dead. He will not come because I killed him. Then certainty and fear together. He will not come. But others will.

She threw off the blanket and stood on unsteady feet. She who was a dancer, whose body moved with fluid grace when music or magic or both overtook it, could now barely put one foot in front of the other as she forced herself toward the basin where she thought she might be sick. Sinking to her knees, she retched over the basin’s edge, but only spat out bitter foam. She cupped cold water from the basin into her mouth and splashed it across her face. Part of her hoped that she was yet in some terrible dream and that she might wake in her own room, in her own bed, with Garjan sleeping soundly at her side.

“Oh, you’re alive.” Bhediya turned to find a young woman in the doorway. She was dressed simply, in a skirt and blouse, with two scraggly braids framing a pretty face. With one hand, she supported a baby who rested on her hip and regarded Bhediya with a suspicious stare. Where her other hand should have been, there was only a stump. “Ma,” the girl called over her shoulder, “she’s awake.”

An older woman appeared in the doorway and squinted at Bhediya. “Hmph. You would have been worth more dead. Nandapore Palace pays good coin for good corpses, you know.” She pushed past the other woman, and even though Bhediya shrank from her touch, she ran the back of rough fingers that stank of fish along Bhediya’s bare arm. She picked up the ends of Bhediya’s hair and brought them to her nose. “Smoky,” she muttered. “But still… well-kept.” She dropped the hair and fixed Bhediya with a stern glare. “You’re a whore, aren’t you? One of Chandanee’s prize piglets? I knew that bitch before she became so high and mighty. She came from the same dirt as the rest of us. Maybe she got what she deserved in the end.”

“Is she dead?” Bhediya asked, her voice breaking as she struggled to form even whispered words.

The woman sniffed and stepped back from Bhediya, drawing the pallu of her faded sari around her. “How should I know?” she retorted. “We may be poor, but we’re respectable people. Not the sort who would be lurking around Courtesan’s Row.” She smirked a little and added, “Not even to spit on an old friend’s pyre.” She folded her arms and cocked her head at Bhediya, sizing her up. “A whore with a face like yours must have made decent coin,” she said. “We pulled you off the roof before the rats got you, gave you water, cleaned your shit. We kept you alive for three days, when we could easily have let you die—”

“We wouldn’t have though,” the girl chimed in.

“But if you had died, then we’d have the corpse coin from the palace at least, but now…” The old woman trailed off, looking at Bhediya expectantly.

Bhediya realized what she wanted. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I don’t have anything to give you for your trouble. Everything I owned was burned…”

“Hmph,” the woman grunted again, then seemed to consider something. “You must have powerful friends though,” she said. “Friends with coin.”

Bhediya’s first thought was of Garjan. If only he was still in Nandapore, he would know what to do. He would get her out of here, away from this woman and her greedy, watery eyes, away from the Sanamiri, away from everything, until they could be somewhere safe together. But Garjan was gone. And Bhediya didn’t know how to explain that she had clients, sometimes lovers, but few friends. It was the price she paid for her fine room and her beautiful face, for her favor with a prince and the charmed future it should have ensured. Then she remembered one friend still remained.

“Yes,” she said, “I do have a good friend in the Norvardarian embassy in the New City.” When the woman looked at her skeptically, Bhediya quickly continued, “Very high ranking. One of the most powerful elvenkind in Nandapore.” She struggled to stand, gripping the edge of the basin for support. “Please,” she said. “You’ve already done so much for me, but if you can lend me some clothes and arrange a palanquin to take me to the embassy—”

At this, the old woman snorted with laughter. “A palanquin, she says! As if she’s Queen Kumari herself.”

“Any transportation will do, Aunty-ji. I’m sure my friend will be pleased to see me safe. If you’ll only help me get to him, I know he will be generous with his thanks and his coin.”

The woman didn’t seem entirely convinced, but she nodded in agreement and turned to leave the room. On her way out, she said to the girl, “Give her something of yours to wear and go with her. Don’t let her out of your sight, and don’t come back until you’ve got the coin.”

“Wait,” Bhediya called after her. “When you found me, was I wearing a necklace? A pendant in the shape of a wolf’s head?”

“When we found you, you were naked as the day you were born,” the woman said. “No clothes, no necklace, no nothing.” She flicked her wrists to show the empty air. See? Nothing. Then she disappeared down a creaking set of stairs.

The girl walked into the room and laid the baby down on the bed, then pulled out a long wooden board on small wheels covered with fine netting. She pulled the netting free to reveal neatly stacked and folded cotton saris, printed skirts, blouses, and dupattas. She looked at Bhediya, then down at the clothes, finally picking out a matching skirt and blouse, smoothing out their creases as she placed them on the bed. “The blouse may not fit so well,” she said. “Your—” She paused, embarrassed, eyes flitting between her own chest and Bhediya’s, and Bhediya realized what she meant. Your breasts are bigger than mine.

“I’ll make do,” Bhediya said. “Thank you.” She pulled the skirt on quickly and fastened it at her waist. The material felt coarse against her bare legs, so different from the featherlight silks, all the soft, gauzy, shimmery things she was used to wearing. She tried to put the blouse on next, but as predicted, the hooks wouldn’t close in the front.

“Here,” the girl said, holding out her good hand, “give it to me.” Bhediya took the blouse off and handed it to the girl, who took it to the dressing table and rummaged around in the drawer until she found a needle and thread. Bhediya watched with some wonder as she sat easily on the floor with one leg tucked under her and, using one hand, one foot, and her teeth, set to work letting the blouse out. Not sure what else to do with herself, Bhediya sat on the bed, next to the baby who waved its pudgy arms at her. Glancing up, the girl said, “That’s Alka.” As if on cue, Alka scrunched up her face and began to whimper. With the thread between her teeth, the girl looked from the baby to Bhediya until Bhediya caught on.

“Should I…?” she asked, reaching hesitantly for the fussing bundle, half swaddled in white cloth. The girl nodded and kept working, and Bhediya scooped Alka up, holding the baby to the warmth of her chest. Alka immediately turned her head and began rooting for Bhediya’s nipple. A pang of regret so sharp that it physically hurt struck Bhediya to the core as the child’s soft cheek and chin nuzzled into her breast. There had been a time, once, when she used to imagine a future where she might become a mother. Garjan had brought it up casually at first, then earnestly, as the connection between them had grown and it had become increasingly clear that they were to each other more than client and courtesan alone. A place among the royal harem, a home in Nandapore Palace, the chance to raise Garjan’s children, illegitimate though they would have been—all these things could have been hers. Even now, looking down at the little face that had calmed in her arms, she could imagine Garjan cradling their baby in his strong hands, could see the three of them curled up in a big bed, could feel the warmth of their bodies pressed close together, a family bound together by ties of love, if not by sacred vows and ceremony. But it was not meant to be.

“I have a home here,” she had reasoned with Garj, the last time he had asked her to join the ranks of the palace concubines, years ago. “Once my debts to the house are paid, I’ll be free to leave whenever I choose. I would never have that kind of freedom locked behind the palace walls—you should know that better than anyone, my escape artist prince,” she had teased him. “Besides, someday your brother will marry you off to some princess, and I promise you, your wife would take one look at me—at us—and I would find myself out on the street, or else the victim of some unfortunate accident. Poisoned, perhaps, or pushed from a tower window, or dropped into the sea with bricks tied to my ankles.” Garjan had scoffed at these predictions, and even Bhediya had not suggested them in seriousness, but he had dropped the subject. They had both known, even then, that with her magic-riddled blood she would always be safer in the House of Moonlight. Or so they had thought.

“That all may well be,” she remembered Garjan saying as he had undressed her. “But I’m not in any hurry to get married, so you can put this imaginary scheming wife of mine out of your head.”

“What shall I think of instead?” she had asked him as his mouth had moved down her body. He had only flashed her that grin that still made her weak with wanting, before burying his head between her thighs. They hadn’t spoke of her becoming his concubine again, and Bhediya had let go of the fantasy of the family they could have been. She was childless, as Chandanee-Ma was childless, and she had replaced dreams of motherhood with the dream of one day taking over Chandanee Mukan and becoming the new Chandanee-Ma. It was a good life, a good plan. But now, it was all gone.

Bhediya pushed the memories from her mind and stood, bouncing the baby lightly as she walked from the washbasin to the bed and back again. It was early, she could see that now, and outside the window, the city was starting to stir. “What happened to your hand?” she asked the girl, still at work on the floor, as she offered her finger to Alka to grasp in her small fist.

The girl spoke nonchalantly as she bit off a piece of thread. “Our men—my father and my husband and their brothers—work the docks. Sometimes, when the haul is good, Ma and I go down and help with the fish—the cleaning and scaling and chopping and all that. Freshest fish to market get the highest price, so the fastest hands make the most coin. I was young and careless, and Ma was screaming at me to fill my basket faster.”

“You’re still young,” Bhediya interjected, and the girl laughed.

“Not so young as I was.” She shrugged and said, “I lost a finger to the cleaver. It had been a hard year, and there wasn’t coin for a proper physician. Ma took me to a healer in the market and he did what he could, but the wound festered. It was years ago,” she said with a grimace, “but I remember being in such agony. It was the worst pain I’ve ever known. Worse even than birthing Alka. We had a neighbor then, a washerwoman. She never said much, but she must have heard me screaming when Ma changed the dressing on my wound every day. I started burning with fever and my hand turned yellow and then began to turn black. Ma took me back to the healer, but he only gave her some poultices that did nothing to help. I thought I was going to die. Then the washerwoman came and… I don’t remember exactly what happened. But I know she was here and I know she made a fire between her hands and then held my wounded hand in hers, and when she let go, the hand fell away into a pile of ash, leaving me with this,” the girl concluded, holding up her stump.

“I’m sorry,” Bhediya said. “To lose a hand so young… it couldn’t have been easy.”

“After the misery of losing the finger and then the infection, it was a relief to be rid of it. I would rather have died than live in that kind of pain. And besides, I was already promised in marriage, and the boy’s family said they’d take me even without the hand. It hasn’t been so bad, really. You’d be surprised at the things you can do with one hand.” The girl stood and extended the blouse to Bhediya. “Like stitch a blouse, for one thing,” she said with a smile. Bhediya handed Alka back to her mother and put the blouse on. With the material let out and new loops of thick thread in place where the hooks could attach, it closed comfortably, if not entirely evenly.

“What’s your name?” Bhediya asked the girl.

“Ambika,” she replied.

“Thank you, Ambika,” Bhediya said. “I won’t forget this kindness.”

Suddenly shy under Bhediya’s gaze, Ambika put the baby down, pulled a dupatta from the pile of clothes, and kicked the board back under the bed. She tossed the length of fabric to Bhediya, swept Alka into the crook of her damaged arm, then grabbed Bhediya’s hand. “Come,” she said. Outside the house, Ambika ran to the side of the road and waved her arms frantically as a mule-drawn cart laden with woven goods plodded toward her. “Shamini-ji,” she cried. “Shamini-ji, wait!”

The woman driving the cart came to a slow stop. “Look at this little one, getting bigger every day,” she exclaimed, peering at Alka, who started to wail almost at once.

Ambika shifted the baby onto her other hip and leaned toward the cart. “Shamini-ji,” she said, “remember Ma told you about the woman we found? The one on the roof? Well…” She gestured behind her, and Bhediya stepped forward from within the doorway of the house. “She woke up.”

Shamini looked Bhediya up and down with a mix of curiosity and disdain, then leaned back in her seat and said, “Pity. She would have been worth more dead.”

“Agreed,” Ambika said, “but here she is alive and well, and Ma says to be rid of her. Maybe you can take her to the market.” Ambika glanced at Bhediya over her shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll be able to get wherever she needs to go from there.” Seeing Shamini hesitate, Ambika added, “You know my Ma is a hard-hearted woman, but you, Shamini-ji, you’re always so quick to help anyone in need. And honestly, I don’t think this woman is right in the head. We can’t just let her wander the streets alone, poor mad thing that she is. She won’t be any trouble—can’t you spare a little space in your cart?”

Shamini huffed. “Mahada drown me for my kindness,” she muttered. Then she called to Bhediya, “Get in. And don’t touch anything.”

With her face half hidden by the shawl, Bhediya bowed her thanks to Shamini, and climbed unsteadily into the back of the cart, settling herself between the stacked-up baskets and rolled-up mats. She winced as a splinter from the cart caught in her bare heel and tried not to gag at the pungent smell of mule shit wafting toward her. She had spent almost twenty years surrounded by the comforts of Chandanee Mukan. Now she was on her own.

She held out a hand to Ambika, meaning to help her into the cart, but the girl took the hand she offered and pulled Bhediya toward her to whisper urgently in her ear, “I know what you are. You make the fire in your hands, just as the washerwoman did, even in your sleep. I was so young. I didn’t know what they would do to her. She saved my life, and I sentenced her to death when I told Ma how she healed me.” Alka continued to wail, ensuring that Shamini heard nothing but her cries, while Ambika pulled from the pocket of her skirt the wolf-head amulet, its ruby eye glinting, its silver chain still stained with blood. She dropped the necklace into the folds of the dupatta draped across Bhediya’s body. “Take this to the market, sell it for whatever coin you can, and get away from here. Don’t go to the elves. Norvardarian, Sanamiri—they’re all the same. You have no friends among them, believe me. Neither of us do.” Bhediya looked down at the place where Ambika’s fingers had touched her skin and saw a single green stem growing from between the young woman’s veins. She shook her hand and the stem broke free, a fragile thing, leaving no mark behind.

Ambika stepped back from the cart, and it began to roll slowly forward. Bhediya clutched the obsidian wolf in one hand and watched as Ambika and the baby on her hip disappeared in the dust behind them. She didn’t know what to think or who to trust anymore. From the front of the cart, Shamini chattered away as the city passed by in a blur. It was easy to tune her out—until something she said made Bhediya look up sharply.

“… not safe for decent people in the streets these days,” Shamini was saying. “It’s a shame what happened on Courtesan’s Row, but I can’t say I’m surprised. Our king is a righteous man, and he will see the city rid of spellcasters and whores. If you ask me, they’re all one and the same.” Bhediya went up on her knees, gripping the edge of the cart as it passed Courtesan’s Row and she saw for the first time since she had fled the fire what remained of the House of Moonlight. Seeing her passenger’s interest, Shamini slowed the cart, eager to continue dishing out the lurid details of the disaster as the entire Old City speculated on what exactly had happened at Chandanee Mukan. “They say the doors were locked from the inside,” Shamini said. “And the girls burned alive in their beds. But also—and this is something strange—that the Sanamiri were seen there that night. Whoever heard of Sanamiri visiting a whorehouse? Unless the rumors are true, and the woman that owned the place—I never did like her—was secretly in league with their kind. Maybe it was their dark magic keeping her in so much wealth all this time and she’d been paying them in pussy all along. Well, look where such dealings got her.”

But Bhediya was already looking—staring in horror at the pile of charred rubble where Chandanee Mukan had been. One wall remained, half collapsed, surrounded by bits and pieces of familiar things—here a corner of a cushion from the Hall of Bells, where she had taken the stage so many times; there the twisted remains of a birdcage, only bones left of the parrot that had once been inside. Everywhere, items scattered and destroyed: colorful scraps of women’s clothes, broken glass and blackened beams, endless reminders of the lives that had been lost. Because of her. A torn piece of the painted screen from her own bedroom fluttered in the breeze, clinging to a rafter left dangling from a wall. Vultures circled overhead while scavengers picked through the rubble, although anything of value would have long since been stolen away, the scorched remains of whatever bodies had been found no doubt thrown on mass pyres, discarded like trash.

Regret and rage and grief and guilt together welled up in Bhediya and she wanted to scream, but the sound caught in her throat. Her eyes narrowed in on the teak handle of a sitar poking through a pile of brick and ash. The body of the instrument was either burned or crushed, and for a brief, terrifying moment, Bhediya felt certain that her young friend Chitra, the sitar player, was crushed there too, and if she were to tear through the rubble with her bare hands, she might find the girl there still. Or what was left of her.

Bhediya remembered vividly when Chitra had been born, in a back bedroom of Chandanee Mukan; how her mother had been a sweet, stupid girl with no business having babies, bleeding to death in the same bed where she had given birth, only hours after holding her newborn daughter in her arms. A blind orphan born to a whore would have been as good as dead if Chandanee-Ma had simply left her at the Mahada Temple, as many people did with unwanted babies. Bhediya didn’t know what became of the children that Mahada’s priestesses took in; she only knew that once they crossed the moat that surrounded the temple on all sides, they were never seen again. But Chandanee-Ma had not abandoned Chitra to whatever fate awaited behind the temple doors. She had raised the girl, put the sitar in her hands, given her a place in the House of Moonlight. She was not the monster this Shamini made her out to be. She had deserved better. She had deserved to live. They had all deserved to live. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. But there was nothing Bhediya could do. And the helplessness was hot and molten and she couldn’t stop it coursing through her, pushing to the surface of her skin and exploding into the air.

She didn’t realize Shamini was screaming until it was too late. When she tore her gaze from Courtesan’s Row, she noticed first the small crowd gathering around the cart, then the smell of smoke. Then, finally, she saw the ring of fire that had traveled from her hands all around the edge of the cart, as if it had been doused in oil, and was now spreading to consume the woven goods around her. Bhediya jumped from the cart, dazed, staring at her hands. Her magic had never been like this before, moving on its own, a thing beyond her control. As she stumbled backward, her heel stung where the splinter had torn the skin and the wolf head around her neck called to the wound. It wanted blood. Like her fire, it wanted to be set free.

“What have you done? I’m ruined!” Shamini was screaming, circling the cart, waving her arms hysterically. “Don’t just stand there, someone fetch water. Useless dog-fuckers, all of you. And you—” She whirled on Bhediya. “What kind of demon are you to do this?” She pointed to Bhediya, still backing away, as the crowd began to murmur and the fire began to grow. “Madness, my ass—this is sorcery.”

Through the crowd and the smoke, Bhediya saw the tops of Sanamiri spears approaching, and with a final glance at Courtesan’s Row, she turned and fled toward the market. If they gave chase, she didn’t know, as she turned corners blindly, slipping between the stalls, losing herself in the chaos of rickshaws careening through the narrow alleyways, food cooking, people shouting, music playing.

Chandanee-Ma had always been notoriously careful about letting her girls be seen outside the House of Moonlight. When they wanted to shop, vendors from the market came to them and they perused the wares from behind painted silk screens. People will always pay more for a mystery, Chandanee-Ma had declared—and she had been right. But she had made a few exceptions to her own rule—namely, when the prince of Nandapore wished to be entertained by the House of Moonlight’s finest courtesan in his own palace. On those occasions, a palanquin had been arranged, and Bhediya had traveled from Chandanee Mukan to Nandapore Palace and back behind thick curtains so that the city never saw her, nor she it. Now, when she finally stopped to catch her breath, she looked around and realized she was utterly lost in the city she had lived in all her life.

“Bhediya jaan?” Bhediya turned at the sound of her name and found herself face to painted face with Faquir, the scribe who often visited the House of Moonlight. Their specialty of love letters ranging from suggestive to downright indecent made them most useful when a patron needed reminding of a particular girl’s charms and the many pleasures that awaited behind Chandanee Mukan’s doors, once the fee was paid, of course.

The relief Bhediya felt at seeing any familiar face at all flooded through her so quickly and intensely that she started to laugh and cry at once. She was shaking, breath hitching, drawing curious stares. Faquir put their arm around her and ushered her into their stall. “Oh, jaan, I know, it’s awful what’s happened. But you got out, na? You’re safe.” They dabbed at Bhediya’s wet face with the edge of their dupatta. “There, there, jaan, you must have somewhere you want to go? Something you want to do next? Now that you can go anywhere and do anything you please.”

Bhediya tried to compose herself. “I don’t know.”

Faquir pulled out a flask and poured cold tea into two tin cups. They handed one to Bhediya, then leaned forward, elbows on the stall’s ledge, sipping thoughtfully. “Well,” they said, a hint of a sly smile crossing their face, “I know a certain prince who would very gladly welcome you into his arms… if you can stomach Abhayan cuisine, that is.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Bhediya said. But the mention of food made her add, “I don’t suppose you have anything to eat?”

“Oi!” Faquir banged their hand on the stall and waved over a passing boy carrying a basket full of paper cones, each one filled to the brim with fried potatoes, peas, and nuts, dotted with red chili flakes and cumin seeds. They held up two fingers and the boy handed over two cones. When he hovered expectantly by the side of the stall, Faquir gave him a sidelong glance from kohl-rimmed eyes. “Who got you laid last week?” they demanded. “That’s how this works—I get free snacks, you get free poems. I don’t go hungry and your balls don’t go blue.” The boy gave a pained sigh, hoisted his basket back over his shoulder, and took his leave. Faquir popped potato cubes into their mouth and gazed at Bhediya a little wistfully. “What a love story,” they said. “I’m writing a new play about it.”

“About what?” Bhediya asked around mouthfuls of food. There was something calming about talking like this, about sharing food, as if the world had not tipped sideways and everything was fine.

“A handsome prince who falls in love with a breathtaking courtesan,” Faquir replied. “But then his brother, a tyrant, forces him to marry for political gain and leave his love behind. Sound familiar?”

“Not in the least. Then what happens?”

“Oh, you know how these stories go. They sing, they dance, they fight, they yearn.” Faquir mimed each action as they spoke it aloud: extending an arm and tilting their chin upward as if releasing a song, swiveling their hips and wrists in unison, whirling around and drawing an imaginary sword, then covering their face with their veil, only to lift it slowly and bat their eyes at Bhediya with dramatic flair.

Bhediya couldn’t help but smile at the performance. “I’m sure it’ll be a great success.”

Faquir placed a henna-decorated hand over Bhediya’s. “Where will you go?”

Bhediya felt the weight of the amulet around her neck and made her decision. “I need to get to the Norvardarian embassy,” she said. “Can you help me?”

Faquir chewed on their lip for a moment, then, swinging their dupatta in one hand, sauntered away from the stall. “Wait here,” they called.

Bhediya waited. The day was growing hot, and sweat was already seeping through the thin blouse she wore. Her bare feet hurt and her eyes stung, but when she closed them, all she saw was the rubble of Chandanee Mukan and Chitra’s sitar, now gone forever silent. A man with a goat passed by and paused to give Bhediya a second look. She turned away, trying to draw the dupatta across her face. She was used to commanding the attention of admirers, but now, here, every pair of eyes that fell on her seemed sinister, and for the first time in her life, Bhediya was afraid to be seen.

Faquir returned after a few minutes with a rickshaw in tow, little more than a single seat on wheels. It was certainly no palanquin, but if it could get her to Akio, she wouldn’t complain.

“Thank you,” she said, climbing into the seat. “I’ll repay you when I can.”

“No need, jaan,” Faquir replied. “The fare is paid in kind.” They smiled and added, “Love is the most valuable currency in Nandapore—whether offered in words or in deeds. You and I know that better than anyone, don’t we?” They stepped back and announced in a louder voice, “Besides, it’s a fucking crime to charge good coin for a ride on this piece of shit. He should be paying you to risk your life on this bloody contraption.” Faquir circled the rickshaw and took the driver by the chin. “See that my friend gets to her destination safely or the letters I’ll send your lover will have him on his knees for someone else like that.” They snapped their fingers soundly in his face. Then, to Bhediya, they said, “Be well, Bhediya jaan. May we meet again under better circumstances.”

Bhediya reached out and caught Faquir’s arm. “How does your play end?”

“The jealous princess has the courtesan killed,” Faquir said. “And the prince dies at her side, of a broken heart.” Bhediya let their arm go. Of course it would be so. Nandapore was not a city for happy endings. Not for women like her. Faquir offered a smile, but there was a note of sorrow in their voice when they said, “It’s only a story, after all.”

Then the driver was off, picking up speed. I will not run, she thought. I will not hide. I will not die. She examined the wolf head she wore, its ruby eye gleaming like an ember burning in her hand. When she looked up again, she could see the bridge into the New City ahead, and beyond it, a future yet to be revealed.







CHAPTER 15
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GARJAN

While Taara slept, Garjan paced. He knew he should rest, try to be ready for what the day ahead might bring, but his mind raced with anxiousness and uncertainty, and he could not make his body be still. He pulled the scroll from his pocket and read it again, as he had read it every day in the valley, trying to make sense of what it said. Pavan’s scrawl was oversize, uneven on the parchment, and Garjan went over the words again, as if this time he might find something new in them, some clue to their true meaning.


Eminence,

Abhaya is ours. I deliver her new queen into your hands, as promised. I have no doubt you will compel her to cooperation, if she is what you say she is. The Sanamiri cleanse Nandapore, as they have cleansed Samjaya. The way for the new era will soon be clear. But my War Council reminds me daily that the green god cannot breathe life into our legions alone. And our friend here in Abhaya has failed to call forth the power we need. Thus, we need the girl alive. I trust you will remember that before your methods of persuasion leave her otherwise. As for the weapon that will open the world, I have done all that you instructed, at great expense to Nandapore’s coffers. When you meet my brother, speak not of these things. He will only protest what must be done. But when we blast the world open for the last time and power is there for the taking, he will not refuse. He is Nandapore, and Nandapore stands ready for your command.



It filled Garjan with dread and dark questions. But this was Pavan. This was his big brother, who had never believed in any god and sought to rule with reason and strength. And yet, this was Pavan. This was the king of Nandapore who would stop at nothing to see his kingdom-city expand, its wealth multiply, its power—his power—grow. Whatever plan the emperor had drawn Pavan and the Sanamiri into, it seemed clear that he meant to draw Taara into it too. And those that denied the emperor rarely lived to tell the tale.

Garjan sighed. He should have listened to Roland when his friend had tried to tell him about the strangeness in Nandapore, the unrest. But it hadn’t seemed important then. The Sanamiri were perhaps overly pious, so different from their elvenkind brothers from Norvardar, but Garjan had never thought them dangerous. They kept to themselves in their gated enclaves, they spoke in their own tongue, they paid their taxes, they helped keep order in the city, and they managed the poppy trade across Astirakhanda with efficiency and skill. The Sanamiri cleanse Nandapore, his brother had written, leaving Garjan to wonder, Cleanse Nandapore of what?

He tried to meditate, but the calm eluded him. He tried to sleep, joining Taara on the hard bed, but he only lay next to his sleeping wife in the dark, wide awake. All the nights of their journey through the Noor, he had fallen asleep in the tent alone. He had not asked Taara where she had been. Where, or with whom. She had spent so much of their journey so angry at him, or else with her ladies—the time had never seemed right to bring up his brother’s letter. And now that they were here, nothing was as he thought it would be. And so, he paced, poking at the fire and waiting restlessly for dawn.

Muffled voices in the hallway caught Garjan’s attention. There was more than one, and among them a woman’s voice. He opened the door no more than a crack, caught a flash of blue eyes, and then, all at once, she pushed the door open and flung herself into his arms. “Oh, Highness, forgive me,” she cried. “I told them I am commanded to attend your pleasure every night without fail but they refused to bring me to your bed, no matter how much I pleaded.” The woman sank to her knees, arms wrapped around Garjan’s legs, cheek pressed to his thigh, as she made a sound like weeping, although her eyes remained dry. “Forgive me, Highness. If you would punish someone, let it be these cruel creatures who would keep a humble slave from her master and not me, Highness, I beg you.”

Two Sanamiri stood in the hallway, watching the scene. One looked slightly bewildered and the other looked deeply annoyed. “Quiet, whore,” the second of them hissed. “You’ll wake the whole palace with your hysterics.” The elf who had spoken eyed Garjan and said, “Do what you will with her. Only have some decency and be quiet about your business. You’re not in Nandapore anymore.” He said Nandapore as if the word itself disgusted him. They marched away, and Garjan closed the door behind them. When he turned back, he found himself staring at the pointy end of a long blade aimed directly at his throat. “Where is she?” the woman asked. “What have you done with her?”

Garjan raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. The red sari, the matching gold bracelets and anklets, the thin gold chain around her waist—all marked her as a concubine of Nandapore Palace. Then a spark of recognition flared in Garjan’s memory. “You’re part of Pavan’s gift,” he said. “One of our harem.”

“Yes, obviously,” she snapped. “And I know what we are meant to do—distract her, make her pliant, deliver her to the emperor. Your brother made all that very clear to us, and to you, no doubt. But… I can’t do it. I won’t do it. And I won’t let you do it either. I’ll get her out of here and find a way to keep her safe.” Her voice was firm, but Garjan saw that her hand shook.

“If you’re referring to Queen Taaratajini—she is safe, I assure you,” Garjan said. “She sleeps, just behind that curtain there.” He nodded toward the bedchamber. “See for yourself.” But the moment her gaze followed his direction, Garjan was twisting the knife from her hand. His training snapped into effect, and with one sweep of his leg, he took her feet out from under her and had her flat on her back, pinning her to the ground with a knee on her chest and her own blade against her neck. “First you show up at my door under false pretense. Then you threaten me. Then you accuse me of plotting against my own wife. Unless you start explaining yourself right now, I’ll see to it that you spend the rest of your days in a Samjayan prison, where I’ve heard the rats are as big as dogs and have been known to eat prisoners whole.”

She wrenched her head to the side and, catching his thumb between her teeth, bit down. Caught by surprise, Garjan dropped the knife and pulled his hand back, yelping in pain. Before she could grab the fallen blade, Garjan kicked it aside so that it skidded into a corner, out of both of their reaches, as they circled the small room. She looked again toward the drawn curtain, then said, “Let me take her away from here before it’s too late. I’ve been here before. I know a way out.” Her voice broke a little when she said, “Please, Highness. You don’t have to do this.” Garjan recognized real desperation in her face then, a different thing altogether than the drama she had enacted to get herself delivered to his room.

Garjan straightened and stared at his would-be assailant. “Do what?”

“Betray the queen.”

“I have no intention of betraying the queen.” Even as he said the words, something Pavan had said came back to him sharply. When your prey is within your reach, you snap its neck. He sat wearily in one of the room’s wooden chairs. What he wouldn’t give for a cup of wine, for a soft cushion in the Hall of Bells, for Bhediya to be back in his arms and all of this a distant memory. “What’s your name, girl?”

“Payal,” she replied, still wary of him.

“Well, Payal, I spoke the truth. I have no intention of harming my wife, despite what my brother may have told you. In fact, I am sworn to protect her.” He thought of Pavan’s letter and added, “But there are things beyond even my control and I think you may be right—she is in danger here, but not from me.”

Payal backed away slowly, toward the bedchamber, never taking her eyes off him. He stayed where he was while she disappeared behind the curtain, reemerging a few moments later, satisfied that Taara was indeed alive and safely sleeping. Cautiously, she took the other chair, and king and concubine regarded each other in the fire’s flickering glow. “You said you’ve been here before,” Garjan said. “How did that come to be?”

Payal began her tale tersely, but was soon carried away in the telling, recounting her travels with her merchant father, of how he had taken up with a wealthy widow when they had, at one time, called Samjaya home; how they had been invited as her guests to a banquet at the palace. “It was so different then,” Payal said. “I had never seen so many people wearing such finery. And so much food! There were elves here then too—Sanamiri and Norvardarian both—but the Sanamiri of those days were not as they are now. They didn’t seem to hold any power here. They weren’t quite so…”

“Pompous?” Garjan suggested.

“Monstrous,” Payal said. “I was young, and eager to experience all the capital’s delights. And,” she added wryly, “all its depravity. When I caught the eye of a Sanamiri who offered to pay me for an hour of pleasure, I thought—what would be the harm?”

“You lay with a Sanamiri?” Garjan’s tone was part disbelief and part disgust.

“They’re elvenkind, not demonkind,” Payal retorted. “They have needs and desires like everyone else. Or at least, they did then.” She shrugged and said, “I agreed to his terms, and he took me to a room in the palace—”

“Where in the palace?” Garjan interrupted.

“Halfway down the stairs to the cellar, there’s a landing and a door. It’s a small room—I think it’s where they keep inventories of the palace stores. But someone sleeps there, or, I suppose, keeps a bed there for other purposes. We had barely got down to it before we were interrupted by someone banging on the door. I don’t speak the tongue, so I couldn’t tell you what they were arguing about, but I got the sense my Sanamiri friend didn’t exactly have permission to be there, and certainly not to have the likes of me there either. So, he’s stalling whoever’s at the door and I’m scrambling to get my clothes back on, and before I know it, he’s putting a coin in my hand and pulling out a piece of wall and I’m on a terrace overlooking the lake behind the palace, where all the washing’s hung up to dry. I walked off the terrace and out the back gates, used my coin to catch a rickshaw, and went home.”

Garjan considered this. “This is your plan, then—to help the queen escape… from me?” Payal nodded. “I take it this is not the plan my brother put you up to?” She said nothing. “Did he tell you anything else—about why the emperor wants her? What he intends to do with her?”

Payal shook her head, but added, “The others have been in the king’s employ longer than I. And they seem…” Her voice trailed off, as if she wasn’t quite sure what she meant to say about the other women of the harem. “Well, they may know more than I do.”

After a moment, Garjan said, “Payal, if you do this, if you go against Pavan and he ever finds you—he’ll skin you alive. You understand that, right?”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

Garjan studied her face. A bit of Nandapore and a bit of Northerner. Perhaps only a little older than Taara in years, but much older in experience. The confidence to disobey one king and threaten the life of another. For what? He thought of the change that had come over Taara as they journeyed through the Noor, a change that had begun the day he sent her to the river, into the waiting arms of the harem he had disavowed. “What makes you think the queen will trust you?” he asked, even though somewhere inside, he already knew the answer.

For a moment Payal said nothing; then, lifting her chin, she said, “We’ve become close.”

Garjan nodded, letting the full weight of realization, of an inkling confirmed, sink in. But where he should have felt jealousy, he felt only protectiveness for his young wife’s heart. “You know, she may be a queen, but she’s seen nearly nothing of the world.” He offered Payal a half smile and said, “Be careful with her.”

“I would ask the same of you, Highness.”

Garjan ran his hands through his hair and closed his eyes, which burned with tiredness. “It’ll be light soon,” he said. “We should sleep.”

He felt Payal tense as he stood. “We?” she asked.

“We’ll need all the rest we can get if we’re going to try to break out of this place tomorrow. The bed’s as good as a fucking board, but there’s space for three.” He held a hand out to her. “Unless I’m going to wake to a blade against my throat again.”

Payal accepted the hand he offered, pulling herself out of the chair. “Only if you give me cause to put it there,” she said. They were so close and her hand was soft in his, and there was something in the sureness with which she moved, her ease in her own skin, that reminded him of Bhediya. As if reading his mind, Payal said, “I did offer, Highness, at first, to pleasure you both.”

“And what did the queen say to that?”

“She said no.”

Garjan dropped her hand, breaking the connection between them. “To sleep, then.”

They each took a spot on either side of the sleeping queen. Garjan tried not to notice how easily Payal’s arms encircled Taara’s waist, or how even in sleep, Taara murmured with pleasure at the warmth of Payal’s body pressed close to hers. Garjan left space between himself and the two women, drawing the coarse sheet over his body and falling at last into a sleep plagued with dreams he forgot the moment he awoke. All that he remembered, when the first rays of dawn began to come through the room’s single barred window, was that even in his dreams he was lonely, and even in a bed full of people, he was utterly alone.

He slipped out of bed without disturbing Taara and Payal, peering between the window’s bars at the walled garden below. Vines fell thick and tangled along the old stone walls, and the overhang of mango trees shaded narrow paths through lush greenery and bright flowers. Then, amid the green—a flash of red. A woman in a red sari, there, and then out of his line of sight between the bars. He thought of what Payal had said—they may know more than I do—and decided it was worth trying to find out if that was true. In the room’s outer chamber, he opened the door slowly and found the hallway unguarded at last. He hesitated before leaving Taara and Payal alone, but he intended his interrogation to be quick. I’ll be back before they even wake, he thought.

The stairs at the end of the hallway led right to the garden below, and if it weren’t for the feeling of foreboding that instantly assailed him as he sought out the woman in red, he might have said it was a peaceful place. Toward the back of the garden, he came upon a shrine to Ontorom. The jade god was depicted riding his three-headed serpent and brandishing a sword, his mouth open as if crying out in fury as he rode into battle against demons of ages past. Ontorom cannot breathe life into our legions alone. That’s what Pavan had written in his letter. Stepping into the circle of stones surrounding the figure, Garjan looked up into the god’s unseeing eyes, overgrown with moss. “Show me,” Garjan whispered. “If you’re here, show me what power you seek that requires Taara to play some part.” He waited, listening, half expecting the statue before him to draw breath and speak. The only sound was the lapping of the lake on the other side of the wall, and Garjan felt all the more foolish for letting Pavan’s letter put such nonsense notions in his head.

Then a different sound caught his attention. Footsteps. And the chime of an anklet for each one. He turned to find five women walking toward him. They bowed in unison, and he saw that they each held something in their hands—a peacock feather fan, a platter of sweets, a pitcher of wine, and a serving tray with six goblets. Only the one who stood slightly ahead of the rest appeared empty-handed. “Highness,” she said, “how may we be of service?”

The questions he had meant to ask of them went muddled in his head as he eyed the sweets and wine, and let his gaze roam over a bare waist, a long neck, the curve of a breast, and the promise in a smile. He hadn’t asked for them, and had been quite adamant that he didn’t want them. As far as he was concerned, they were Taara’s to manage as she pleased. And pleased she had been, that much was evident. He didn’t begrudge her the pleasure she had found, not exactly. But now, he began to wonder if he too didn’t deserve a little of that which they were meant to share. There was no jealousy nor expectation of fidelity between him and Bhediya, and whatever services Pavan had paid the harem for, there seemed little sense in letting them go to waste. Besides, he reasoned, all the better to play the part of the lustful prince and gain their trust before asking about Pavan and what they knew of his plans. Putting on his most charming smile, Garjan said, “Kind of our Sanamiri hosts to give you leave to… be of service.”

“The request was ours,” the empty-handed one demurred, eyes downcast. “It is our duty and our honor to serve. You did not summon us earlier, but nor did we seek to be summoned. And so, the fault is ours.” She lifted her eyes to meet his, black eyes in an angular face, making up in sharp and striking beauty what it lacked in softness and in warmth. “Won’t you allow us to make amends?”

“I would never deny a lady’s request,” he said, feeling for the first time in all the days since he had left Nandapore and Bhediya behind a little of his old self creeping back in. He backed away from her, out of the circle of stones, toward a long bench facing the shrine. It was half tangled in overgrown flowers, and the vines that cloaked the wall behind it wound their stems through every flourish in the design of dancing snakes cast in black iron where Garjan now spread his arms and rested his head. “Especially not from one as beautiful as you.”

“What would you have, Highness?” she asked him. “A song? A dance? A drink?”

“Why not all three?”

She clapped her hands and the women moved, as if performing a well-choreographed routine. The one with the fan, more curvaceous than the rest, was at his side, the platter of sugar-encrusted dates and golden ladoos in her lap. She offered him one from plump fingers that smelled pleasantly sweet when he dipped his head to eat the morsel from her hand. She began to wave the fan in a gentle rhythm that sent a perfect breeze to kiss Garjan’s face. Another of them poured the wine into each goblet and offered one to Garjan. There was something in the way she giggled when Garjan clinked his goblet with hers and winked, as if they were sitting together at a tavern in the Old City, that made him want to make her laugh again. Of the two remaining, one began to hum a tune while the other began to sway in time with the song, her arms slowly reaching above her head, her wrists in motion, her whole body a reed dancing in the wind. She had none of Bhediya’s grace or skill as a dancer, but by the time the first song was over, she had managed to unwind her sari so that she danced for him in only the blouse and sheer white underskirt.

The one who had spoken came to sit at Garjan’s other side. When his cup ran empty, she handed it to the girl at Garjan’s feet to refill, then pulled from inside her blouse a vial of oil. She pulled the stopper and inhaled the scent, then held it out for him to do the same. When he did, it was like breathing in the sweetest wildflowers. It was only when he drew back that he felt the tingle in his nostrils—something bitter and burnt at the bottom of the floral bouquet. “What is it?” he asked.

“Oil of poppy,” she replied, “with just enough of the milk to make our time together all the more enjoyable.” Her hand came to rest on his thigh. “It’s been a difficult journey, hasn’t it? I can see there is much worrying you, Highness, but your brother has tasked us with taking care of you.” She shifted closer to him, and Garjan felt transfixed by the deep red of her lips, like vermilion and kohl mixed together. “So, let us take care of you.” She was kissing him then, and she tasted how the oil had smelled—cloyingly sweet with the aftertaste of bitterness left behind.

He let himself be undressed and laid back so that his head was cradled between soft, bare thighs, and it was only then that he realized that they had all shed their clothes, so that the warm press of naked skin was around him on all sides. The singer still sang her hypnotic song, but she sang it against the ear of her partner, her hands coming around to cup the girl’s breasts, both of them swaying together, moving as one. The girl pouring wine tipped the cup to Garjan’s lips, then let droplets spill down his chest like beads of blood, which she licked off, one by one, with a long tongue. Eventually that tongue found Garjan’s cock, and he groaned with the pleasure of her lips moving along his length.

He tilted his head back and there were those sweet fingers again, stroking his cheek, and then brushing over his lips, finding their way into his mouth. He felt the slick of the oil as the woman who poured it from her vial began to spread it on his chest and shoulders. The hands were cool, but the oil was warm, the smell of it intoxicating. His eyes began to feel heavy, although strangely, he wasn’t sleepy in the least. Quite the opposite, his body felt alive and awake, separated from his sluggish mind in an odd sort of way. He tried to focus on the woman staring down at him. In the dappled sunlight, her dark eyes seemed to flash green. He put a hand on hers to slow its movement and asked, “What shall I call you?”

She smiled as she moved to straddle him. “My given name is Naina,” she said. “But for you, Highness, I can be anyone you like.” Then she lowered her hips and he was lost in the exquisiteness of being so enveloped. He watched her undulate on top of him until, between the rolling of her lithe body and the sheen of her skin, the quiet hiss of her breath escaping as she pushed him toward release, it seemed to Garjan he moved inside the body of a creature who was half woman, half snake. She leaned down to kiss him again and he accepted her mouth, sucking on her tongue, which seemed to drip with black honey as she thrust it between his wet lips. She was bucking into him harder now, and breathing cold air into his lungs that he could not seem to breathe back out, even when he wrenched his mouth away from hers. The cold settled within him as, almost against his will, his body continued to thrust upward, until he came with a cry that sounded more like agony than joy.

Garjan tried to sit up on the bench as Naina detached herself from him, but no sooner had she lifted off than another of his harem took her place. “I can’t,” Garjan rasped as her smiling face and the goblet in her hand swam above him, blurry, like a reflection in a pool of water. “I’m spent.”

She put the cup to his lips, and when he parted them, she poured the wine in, too fast for him to refuse, so that he swallowed it all, sputtering as the last few drops dribbled from his chin. “You can do anything you want, Highness,” she said, and giggled again, high and strange, before kissing away the spilled wine and impaling herself on his cock. Impossibly, he was hard again, and grasping her waist and thrusting into her with a force fueled by something darker than desire alone. Garjan shook his head to clear it, but between the oil and the wine, he felt himself sinking into the depths of a cool, comforting fog.

“That’s it, my lord Garjanathan, great god of the hunt.” Naina’s voice was in his ear, her tongue flicking his earlobe. “Let go of these fears you have carried all this way. Be what you are, what you are meant to be, what you have always been.”

Garjan closed his eyes. He knew this weightlessness. It felt almost like when he joined with Bhediya and their combined passion drew out her magic, a living flame that he could almost touch when he was inside her. There were those, like his brother, who believed all magic was dangerous, but Garjan saw no harm in whatever small spells some womenkind could still cast to make a little light or wind or water. But this magic—whatever these women Pavan had sent on this journey with him and Taara were using—was something different altogether. That was the last coherent thought Garjan had before the fog closed in on his mind and the cold he breathed in from the woman who fucked him ran from his lungs into his veins, infusing his body with strength that was not his own. And along with it, a will that was not his own either.

Day passed into night, but Garjan had no sense of time passing. All he knew was the relentless rocking of bodies attached to his, the clenching of their cunts around him, plunging again and again not into the familiar heat between a woman’s thighs, but into something cold and tight and slick with oil, like spending into a wet leather glove. In the garden’s twilight shadows, the women’s hair and eyes and skin gleamed green as they coiled around him and one another, all of them moving together in a serpentine dance.

Later, when the moon was high, Naina and Garjan walked into the palace, with the others trailing behind. Naina stepped into Garjan’s embrace, winding her arms around his neck. His trousers had been found, but his tunic and vest had been lost to the garden and the dark, so she trailed her fingertips across his bare chest. “Till we meet again, my lord,” she said, and kissed him deeply, but he heard nothing, tasted nothing, felt nothing.

Each of the harem kissed him in turn and disappeared up the stairs to the servants’ quarters. Garjan’s feet moved of their own accord, carrying him to the front doors through which he and Taara had entered the palace only a day before, but Garjan had no memory of that, nor of the journey through the valley, nor of Nandapore, nor of the woman he had left behind there who held claim to his heart. He walked past the Sanamiri guards and pushed the doors open, coming to stand on the platform at the top of the palace’s steep white stairs. The night wind fell upon him, battering the Samjayan banners flanking the doors and sweeping over the smooth stone, as if inviting the slithering sacred beasts who slept coiled together in great white knots, from the bottom stair to the top, to wake. And wake they did, all lifting their heads to face Garjan and hissing in unison, moving toward him, converging at his feet, like devotees seeking blessing at the feet of a god.

Garjan turned his face to the starless sky and extended his arms, the wind moving through him, filling his ears with poisoned wants—its voice starting as a whisper, then, as Garjan listened, growing into a howl. He was not cold, nor hot, nor hungry, nor frightened, not even when the snakes slowly wound around him, encircling his chest and neck and arms, so that he appeared to be wearing a tightly knit tunic that moved even when his body was still and glittered with dozens of silver-rimmed eyes. The wind quieted, but in Garjan’s head, its words remained. Take what is yours. He lowered his arms and the snakes fell away. He was one with the wind, a king, a god. And a hunter whose prey was within reach. He turned, and went in search of his wife.







CHAPTER 16
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ROLAND

The three-day journey to Abhaya passed uneventfully. With the monsoon threatening to crack the hazy skies open any day and the heat cloaking everything it touched with a sunbaked sheen, few travelers were moving from city to city. Yash and Roland stopped to eat, and once, to fuck, and took turns sleeping and driving the wagon, so they made good time, and soon enough, the thatched roofs of Abhaya’s huts came into view.

They made their way through Abhaya’s streets, Yash atop the horse, waving and calling greetings to people he knew, and Roland in the wagon, watching the city go by through a hole in the tarp. Everything looked cleaner and brighter here somehow—the sky bluer, the air fresher. Roland breathed in and caught the tang of salt mixed with the brine of fish and the fragrance of flowers, blooming wild in trees and bushes, and also strung in garlands across walls and gates, shopfronts and courtyards. Small sandstone shrines to Goddess Yusara adorned every corner of Abhaya, and even in the middle of the day, her crown of flames burned brightly everywhere he turned.

“You still haven’t told me who this friend of yours in Abhaya Palace is,” Yash said over his shoulder as he brought the horse to a stop behind a cluster of shops.

“And you still haven’t learned how to take a fucking hint,” Roland shot back. It was true his companion had tried several times over their days spent traveling together to learn more about him, but Roland had always managed to evade his questions, with either questions of his own or a well-timed kiss or, sometimes, nothing more than silence. “Why are we stopping?”

Yash jumped down and led the horse to a post where two other horses were also tied and drinking from a trough of water. After securing the animal, he rounded the wagon and lifted the tarp. “You can’t expect me to show up empty-handed. What kind of big brother would I be?” Yash folded his arms and met Roland’s glare with a smirk. “You want my sister’s help or not?”

Roland sighed in resignation. “Fine,” he said, hauling himself out of the wagon. “Let’s go shopping.” He followed Yash from shop to shop, trying to ignore the curious stares he knew he was drawing from the locals. He lit a bhang roll and listened to Yash order a stack of gleaming orange jalebis to add to the bright blue dupatta dotted with tiny mirrors and the cornhusk doll that he had already picked out.

“Good to see you back home, Yash. Made some coin in the big city, did you?” the shopkeeper said to Yash as he wrapped the sticky sweets in parchment and handed them over.

“Some,” Yash replied with a good-natured grin. “Made some new friends too.”

Taking his cue, Roland counted out the coin Yash owed and paid the shopkeeper. It wasn’t much. But then, the shop itself wasn’t much, and as they rehitched the horse and headed for the palace, Roland was struck by how small Abhaya felt compared to Nandapore and its sprawling, bustling market, its two halves: the port and the fighting pits at one end; the towering temples, estates, and palace at the other. There was a quietude to this place that some might have called peaceful, but that put Roland on edge. No elvenkind here, Roland realized, taking stock of who he saw in Abhaya’s streets—and who he didn’t see. In the goddess’s favored city, there didn’t seem to be room for divinity and sorcery both.

They crossed a drawbridge over a wide moat, and Yash stopped the wagon at the gates of Abhaya Palace. He dismounted to speak to the guard who greeted him. “Blessings of the goddess to you, friend,” she said. “Do you have business in the palace today?”

“I do,” Roland heard Yash reply. “I have returned home after a long time away and I wish to see my sister, Deepa, a faithful servant of the palace. She serves in the royal kitchen.”

“Welcome home, brother,” the woman said. She looked at the covered wagon and asked, “Do you come alone?”

Yash lifted the tarp to reveal his gifts and his travel companion. Roland gave the woman his least suspicious smile and folded his hands in a gesture of respect, inclining his head slightly. She made a small sound of surprise, and Yash quickly interjected, “This is my dear friend Wren, from Nandapore.”

Roland could see mistrust plainly on her face when she demanded, “And what business does he have here?”

“Well…” Yash began, tossing an uncertain glance at Roland.

“Actually, sister,” Roland said smoothly, “it’s a matter of the heart.” He saw the interest spark in her eyes, and went on, letting his expression become sheepish. “The truth is, Deepa and I are in love. But her parents won’t consent to the match, because I am so pale and so poor. So, Yash here, who loves us both so dearly—”

“So dearly,” Yash said, and Roland could fairly hear his eyes rolling at the story being spun.

“—devised a way to bring me here in secret, so that Deepa and I may have just a few hours together.”

“You don’t intend to sneak away with her, do you?” the woman asked. “Bala-ji would be displeased to find a kitchen maid missing.”

“Of course not,” Roland said, arranging his face into an expression of indignance. “I would never dishonor a daughter of Abhaya by stealing her away from her home.”

“By Her grace,” Yash said, making the sign of the goddess by circling his head, then touching a hand to his heart. “Who are we to stand in the way of love?”

“It’s all in Her hands,” the woman said, but she was smiling when she lifted the key she wore tied to a sash around her waist and opened the gates.

Yash led the horse into the dusty, deserted courtyard and left Roland to wait at the foot of the shrine to the goddess while he went in search of his sister. Roland looked up at the red sandstone figure, her face serene, her arm extended to hold her Sage’s orb in one hand. The wine had run dry the day before, and whether it was thirst or the heat, Roland suddenly felt dizzy. He reached out and held on to the stone orb for a moment, but no sooner had his fingers closed around it than his hand began to burn, as if he held fire itself. He tried to let go but found he could not. The sandstone goddess opened her eyes. Her pupils of dark fire slowly shifted until she was looking down, looking right at him.

“Hey, Wren, are you all right?” Roland stumbled back from the shrine at the sound of Yash’s voice.

“I saw…” he began, but when he looked at the goddess now, her face was exactly as it had been, sightless stone. “I thought…” He looked down at his hand, expecting to find it burnt, but it was unmarked, and when he touched his fingers, tentatively, to the orb again, the sandstone was only sun-warmed, smooth and still. He took a deep breath. He just had to find Garj, tell him what he knew, and then get the fuck out of here.

“For someone supposedly here to woo me, your friend doesn’t have much to say.” Roland turned and found himself staring at a female version of Yash. Deepa had the same dark brown skin, the same curls, the same ready smile, the same confidence in the hand she placed on her hip. She was younger than Yash—both probably too young for me, Roland thought, but it didn’t stop him from noticing the generous curve of her breasts, or the way sweat glistened in the valley between them.

“All right, all right,” Yash said, stepping between them with arms folded across his chest. “You said you needed a message delivered?”

Roland cleared his throat, remembering himself, then said, “Yes, I need to speak to Garj… His Highness, King Garjanathan.” At Deepa’s incredulous stare, Roland added, “If you can get a message to him that an old friend of his from Nandapore is here, I’m sure he’ll want to see me.”

“And how exactly does a prince of Nandapore become old friends with”—Deepa looked him up and down—“whatever you are?”

“I was wondering the same thing,” Yash said.

Sweat trickled down the back of Roland’s neck. “Please,” he said, fighting for patience. “I have news from Nandapore that the king will want to hear. I need to speak to him as soon as possible.”

“Well, I’m afraid your big news will have to wait,” Deepa said. “Your good friend the king is escorting Her Highness Queen Taaratajini on a royal visit to the capital.”

“The capital,” Roland repeated. “They’ve gone to Samjaya?”

“Is there another capital?” Deepa replied.

Under different circumstances Roland might have enjoyed sparring with Yash’s sister, but as things stood, he was starting to feel utterly fucked. “When did they leave?”

Deepa thought, then said, “A week ago, maybe more. They may well be on their way home. I imagine they want to get here before the monsoons do.” They all looked up in unison, a habit across the empire while everyone waited for the rain. But the sky remained a brilliant blue, without so much as a passing cloud to suggest the coming storm.

Roland thought of what Akio had told him back in Nandapore, outside the Sanamirian embassy. The emperor is here. It would no doubt be a much shorter visit once they discovered the emperor wasn’t even in the capital. “We’ll have to wait for their return.”

“Could we wait here?” Yash piped up. “I wouldn’t mind a few nights in a palace bed.” He caught Roland’s eye and added, “Or… any bed.”

Deepa looked between her brother and the stranger he had brought home with him. “You’re not here to stay, then? You mean to go back to Nandapore… together?”

Yash busied himself pulling his gifts from the wagon. “Well, we haven’t really talked about—” he began, but Roland cut him off.

“Anywhere will do—a cellar, a stable. I know how to stay out of sight. No one even need know I’m here.”

“We’re here,” Yash said. “And speak for yourself.”

“I was.”

“Personally, I would prefer not to sleep in horse shit, if I can avoid it.” Yash turned to Deepa and presented her with the dupatta and the doll and a winning smile.

She took the gifts, shaking her head. She held up the doll and said, “This is a baby toy, bhai.”

Yash cupped the girl’s face in his hands. “And you are my baby sister.”

“Then take me with you,” she said, and Yash turned back to the wagon with a sigh that told Roland this was a conversation they had had before. “Despite what you may think,” she said, holding up the doll as evidence, “I’m not a child anymore. I can take care of myself. Here, and in Nandapore. At least there, we’d be together.”

Yash sat on the wagon’s edge, pulling a jalebi from its paper and taking a pensive bite. “You’re safe here, Deepa,” he said. “You have work, and a roof over your head, and friends if you need help.”

“I could make new friends,” she said. Then, with a sideways glance at Roland, added, “Just like you did.”

Seeing it wasn’t an argument he was going to win, Yash conceded, “I’ll talk to my employer. That’s how rich people are—you have to get them in just the right mood. And maybe…” Deepa’s face lit up, and Yash wagged his jalebi in warning. “I can’t make any promises, but maybe, she might agree to take you in too, after the monsoon.”

Deepa threw her arms around him with a squeal of delight, and for a moment, Roland saw in them the children they must have been once. He thought of his own brother, who had sent him away so long ago. It was unlikely his brother had survived the plague that had ravaged Theoland, but if he had, if he was still alive, what would he look like now? Would he recognize his Wren flown back home if Roland chose to find his way back to the land of his birth? And would they be brothers or strangers after so many years apart?

Snatching away the jalebis that had been meant for her all along, Deepa took one for herself and handed one to Roland. “As it happens, you’re in luck,” she said. “His Highness the new king arrived with his… pleasure women and insisted they accompany the royal procession to the capital.”

Roland looked skeptical. “Insisted on it, did he?” It hardly sounded like the heartsick prince he knew. It did, however, sound very much like that prince’s prick of an older brother.

Deepa shrugged. “That’s what the chambermaids are saying, and they would know. It’s not our custom in Abhaya, but I suppose it’s the way things are done in Nandapore. In any case, with the six of them away, that leaves two rooms empty in the servants’ quarters. I doubt anyone would notice if you made use of them for a few nights.” She looked from Roland to Yash and added, “Unless, of course, you’d prefer to share one room.”

Roland said only, “Thank you, Deepa. I’m in your debt.”

“I’ll let you know when I’m ready to collect,” she said with a wink, then took the horse’s reins. “Come, let’s find some feed for this poor beast.”

“What about us?” Yash asked. “A royal supper courtesy of the palace kitchen sounds just fine to me.”

Deepa laughed. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said. She led the horse through a sandstone arch with Yash beside her and Roland just behind.

Roland paused under the archway to take one last look at the shrine to the goddess. Did I see what I thought I saw? “It’s this damn heat,” he muttered to himself. The monsoons couldn’t come fast enough. He turned his back on the stone figure and followed the other two into Abhaya Palace, leaving the goddess to wait for the rain alone.

True to his word, Roland stayed out of sight for the rest of the day. The room where Deepa deposited him in the servants’ quarters behind the palace kitchen was sparse but suited him well enough. Roland ate the cold rice porridge Deepa snuck him after dusk and was about to snuff the single lamp when he heard a soft knock on the chamber door.

“Wren? It’s me. Are you awake?” Yash’s voice. Roland hesitated, then blew the flame out without responding. After a minute, he heard Yash’s footsteps retreat.

The second day, Roland began to grow restless and ventured out of the room to try to get his bearings in Abhaya Palace. He was a man who liked his maps, liked to know where he was and where there were ways in and out and around whatever place he was in. It was easy enough to stay hidden in hallways and alcoves and under the hood of his vest, especially after he grabbed a broom from the corner of a walled terrace and pretended to sweep when other servants went by. No one gave him a second look, and he soon realized that everyone in the palace was preoccupied with one thing—the queen. Not their new queen, who most of the servants still referred to as Princess Taaratajini, but their old queen—their real queen. Roland was as adept at pickpocketing information as he was other things of value, and simply by listening to the hushed snippets of conversation he caught in passing, he was able to learn quite a bit. There hasn’t been a new physician here in weeks. The emperor himself came to see her when first she fell ill—but who is seeing to Her Highness’s recovery now? someone asked. She could be dead, for all anyone knows.

There were whispers too about the new king—about how handsome he was, or how aloof, or how even though he and the princess had been seen retiring together to their shared quarters for the few brief nights they had spent in the palace before leaving for Samjaya, they had never actually shared a bed. Roland filed all this information away, mulling it over in his head as he lay down in his bedroll on the second night.

Again, after dusk, he heard the knock at his door. And again, he said nothing. He felt a pang of regret as he heard Yash leaving, but he could feel the kid getting attached, and he didn’t need those kinds of complications.

On the third day of wandering the palace, of watching and listening and waiting for Garjan to return, Roland passed the stairs that he knew led to the women’s quarters. At the bottom of the stairs, he felt a faint burning in his fingertips. He shook his wrist and wondered what he had touched that might leave a lingering burn. The feeling faded as he headed back to his room, and he didn’t think about it again. That night, he waited for the knock on his door, thinking of what he might say to let Yash down easy. But no knock came, and eventually, Roland blew out his lamp and went to sleep, telling himself it was for the best.

On the fourth day, Roland began to worry. He knew the journey through the Noor Valley could be treacherous. Anything could have happened. If any word of their whereabouts had been received, there was one person in the palace who would know about it. Roland had heard Zamu’s name mentioned several times, but had yet to see the queen’s brother and chief advisor himself. Today might be the day to get better acquainted, Roland thought.

As he passed the stairs to the women’s quarters, he felt again that same burning in his fingers and he looked down at them, annoyed. He flexed his fist open and closed, but the burning persisted. He walked away and the burning faded. He came back to the bottom of the stairs and the burning returned. He placed one foot on the bottom step and the burning intensified. It was the same burning he had felt when he had touched the shrine in the courtyard. Roland backed away from the stairs. What he had seen, what he had felt, could not be real. And so too this strange sensation seemingly tied to these stairs could not be real. He hurried back to his room but, as night fell, found he could not sleep. Had he not also seen a woman transformed into a snake? And an elf transformed into a monster? He tossed fitfully in his bedroll as he began to realize that whatever darkness he had come here to escape had seeped beyond Nandapore. It had followed him here, to peaceful Abhaya. Or maybe, unknowingly, he had followed it.

On the fifth day, Roland resolved to climb the stairs. The inexplicable burning sensation returned, starting in his fingertips and slowly engulfing his whole hand as he made his way up the stairwell toward the women’s chambers. It was midmorning, and the chambermaids were likely about their chores or whatever business chambermaids had when the lady of their chamber had deserted them. The rooms, strewn with skirts and saris and dupattas and flower garlands and bracelets and anklets and pigeons pecking at half-eaten plates of sweets, were thankfully empty of people.

Roland stopped at the end of a hallway that opened into a small, screened alcove. Pigeons cooed softly, and sunlight filtered in through the screen. Roland breathed in that fresh Abhaya air. It’s nice here, he thought. But it would be a lot nicer if my hand wasn’t on fucking fire. Then, just off from the alcove where at first glance the hallway came to an end, Roland realized it was not a wall, but a corner. Curious, he ducked his head around it and cried out, grasping his one hand in the other, as it burned with fresh heat and vigor. “What in all the realms of demons…” He looked up at another flight of steep and winding stone stairs. He had come this far, what was one more tower to explore? He began to climb, trying to ignore the burning in his hand and the invisible weight that he now felt in his empty palm, as if he held in it some heavy fruit, or perhaps a rock.

At the top of the stairs, Roland found a single door with a guard stationed outside. She wore the same white tunic and sash as the woman who had met them at the drawbridge, but where the first had carried a ring of keys at her waist, this one carried a long dagger. There was no way to avoid being seen, and the guard started at his sudden appearance. “Who are you?” she demanded. “What business do you have with the queen?”

Roland hid his surprise and thought quickly. “I… I am the new physician sent to minister to Her Highness Queen Suvarnatara.”

The guard looked at him suspiciously. “You don’t look much like a physician.”

Roland stood up straighter and did his best to sound like a learned man. “I can assure you, mistress, that I am one of the most highly regarded practitioners of the healing arts in my homeland. I was summoned all the way from Theoland to minister to Her Highness, and I am quite certain I shall be able to cure whatever ails her. I have my… physician’s tools right here.” He patted the satchel he always wore across his compact frame. It actually contained a little food, a little coin, his bhang and rolling leaves, and his wooden wren. It was all he needed should he need to disappear. The woman’s expression had changed from suspicious to uncertain, and Roland quickly added, “Why don’t we fetch Zamuthara-ji, who wrote to me personally to request my aid? I’m sure he won’t mind being disturbed to answer to you.” At the last word, Roland made his tone withering, and the woman relented.

“No, no,” she said. “That won’t be necessary.” She turned and knocked on the heavy wooden door. “Highness,” she called softly, and Roland was struck by the change in her voice, all trace of roughness gone. “Another physician here to see you. Will you permit him to enter?” There was no response, but the guard nevertheless unlocked the door and stood aside. Locked from the outside, Roland thought. Strange.

Roland entered the room and heard the door close behind him. He tried to quell the panicked feeling rising in his chest as he looked around the small, stale-smelling, cluttered space, with its one barred window, its unmade bed, its written-on walls. This was no place for a queen to recover from a snakebite in peace. This was very clearly a prison cell. Roland’s sharp eyes scanned the room, and he caught movement in the shadows behind a small shrine to the goddess. The red sandstone figure was smaller than the statue in the courtyard but mirrored her pose, likewise depicting the goddess in her incarnation as the Sage, with her orb of knowledge held high. She sat slightly askew in a corner, as if she had been dropped there hastily from some other part of the palace. No offerings had been left at her feet, but around her head, her crown of flames burned brightly, and Roland half expected this goddess to open her eyes and look at him, just as the other one had, but the statue was still. Only the real woman behind it moved, peeking out from under the goddess’s outstretched hand, like a child playing a game of hide and seek. Could this disheveled creature be the great Queen Suvarnatara?

Roland cleared his throat. “Pardon the intrusion, Highness,” he said. By all accounts, Queen Suvarnatara was a woman of high intellect, and he saw no point in trying to trick her. “My name is Roland. I am a friend of Prince Garjanathan. I have traveled to Abhaya from Nandapore to share news of things happening there that I think he ought to know. But now I find he and his queen are not here. So I await their return, but it’s been many days and I fear for their safety. Have you received word from them? Did they reach the capital? Are they on their way home?”

The queen darted from behind the shrine to stand at the window. Her hair hung loose to her waist, unbound, and dark circles shaded her eyes as if she had not slept for days. She wore a heavy crimson sari of Norvardarian silk trimmed in gold, but it was haphazardly pinned, hanging off her frail frame. He strained to catch the words she was muttering through the bars of her lone window to the sky. “No word, no time, no way out. No word, no time, no way out. No word, no time, no way out.”

Roland let her repeat the lines a few more times over before he interrupted. “I’m sorry, Highness, I don’t understand your meaning. No time for what? Are you being kept here against your will?” She fell into a crouch, covering her mouth while she giggled. She’s mad, Roland realized. And suddenly Garjan’s quick marriage to the princess Taaratajini made a great deal more sense. The queen beckoned to him with a crooked finger and he approached her warily, coming to crouch down beside her. “Tell me how I can help you,” he said in a low voice. “The guard thinks I’m a physician, I can tell her you need to take the air, I can say—”

She grabbed his face between her hands, searching his eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, She sees you. Do you see Her?”

Roland’s memory flashed to the stone eyes of the goddess opening, their fiery pupils moving until they were focused on him. Fuck me, maybe it was real after all. “I… feel Her,” he replied, bringing his one burning hand up to cover the hand cupping his cheek.

Queen Suvarnatara drew in her breath in a long gasp at the contact and her head fell back, her mouth open. A shudder moved through her body, and when she raised her head again, there was something different in her gaze. “By Her grace,” she said, grabbing Roland’s hand and pressing it to her forehead. It was like pouring water over a fire, reducing the burn to a dull ache. The weight, however, remained. She released his hand and frowned at him. “Who are you?” she demanded. She wasn’t whispering now, or giggling, or muttering. Her tone was all command.

“I told you—” Roland began, but she cut him off.

“It doesn’t matter who you are. You carry Her grace. You are a vessel of the goddess now.”

Roland got to his feet. “Highness, apologies, but I’m not whatever you think I am. I’m… no one, really.”

Queen Suvarnatara stood too, efficiently retying her sari as she moved across the room, not paying any attention to Roland. She went down on her knees before the shrine and pressed her palms together in prayer. “Mother,” she said. “Protector of Abhaya, your son answers your call. Guide his hand in the battle ahead.”

“Battle?” Roland said, alarmed. “I’m not much of a fighter, to be honest—”

“Fill your vessel. Show him the way.”

Roland backed toward the door. “I think maybe I’ll take my leave now…” he said. But at that moment, the stone orb in the goddess’s hand began to glow. In the same moment, the queen’s back arched, as if her body was being twisted by an invisible force. “There’s no time,” she managed to say. “Take what the goddess offers, do it now,” she cried, and then let loose a high-pitched peal of laughter as she collapsed on the ground.

“I don’t know what to do!” Roland shouted as the glow got brighter and the invisible weight in his hand got heavier. If he moved his fingers, he could feel the object that was not there, its size and shape and texture. Roland moved slowly toward the shrine, and shielding his eyes from the too-bright light emanating from the sandstone, he tentatively touched his fingers to the orb. It was solid stone. Surely he could not simply pluck it off the statue as if plucking an orange from a tree. Or could he?

Roland wrapped his fingers around the orb and pulled, and with a flare of white light that filled the room, it came free in his hand. He could see it there in his palm, a red sandstone sphere with a gently pulsing light at its core, but it felt like holding nothing at all. In his hand, the orb was weightless. He turned to the queen, meaning to ask if she was all right, but the words died on his lips as they both watched cracks appear in the goddess’s arm, her robes, her face, her crown. And then, in a matter of seconds, the entire statue crumbled to dust. The queen pressed both palms to the floor and held them up, stained red with sandstone dust. “Beware the wind, Sage,” she said, and then covered her face with her hands, so that her face was also red with dust and Roland felt for a moment as if he was seeing the goddess come to life. But there was nothing divine about the figure who sat rocking back and forth on the floor, mumbling into her hands, then throwing her head back and cackling wildly.

I can’t help her, Roland realized. He dropped the orb into his satchel and took a breath. A vessel of the goddess. He didn’t know what the fuck that meant or what the fuck he was supposed to do with this orb, but he did know he needed to get out of this room and out of this palace and out of this city as soon as fucking possible. He turned and banged on the door, and it swung open. Yet it was not the guard he found on the other side but an old man. Roland’s practiced eye immediately went to the ruby gleaming on the man’s finger. His pristine white tunic appeared simple, but Roland saw it was made from the same raw silk as the queen’s sari, and the staff the man leaned on wasn’t made of wood, but of polished ivory. His long white hair was coiled on his head in the fashion of a sage and his forehead was smeared with ash, as if he had just returned from temple. When he smiled, Roland recognized the unmistakable gleam of a solid gold tooth.

“We meet at last,” Zamuthara said. “Although I will admit, I didn’t expect to find you here, of all places.”

Roland had his mask back in place immediately. “Where else would I be?” he replied, trying to match the other man’s aura, which commanded a certain respect. “Zamuthara-ji, I presume? I am the physician from Theoland dispatched to minister to—”

Zamu held up his hand. “Spare me your lies,” he said. “You have no need of them here. I know who you are, Roland. Or should I call you Wren? Or perhaps Bhuta?”

It didn’t happen often, but Roland could appreciate when he had been outplayed. He let the mask drop. “Roland will do.”

“Very good,” the chief advisor said. “And we can dispense with formalities, I think. Zamu will do for me.”

“If we’re dispensing with formalities, Zamu,” Roland said, “how do you know my name?”

“I’m sworn to protect Abhaya,” Zamu said. “Do you really think I would have married off my niece, the queen Taaratajini, without investigating who her future husband associates with?” Then he added, “Oh, and you might also want to tell your young friend to be more judicious about who he shares his lovers’ quarrels with, yes?” Roland’s heart lurched. Yash.

“Is he all right?” Roland asked. It shouldn’t have mattered. But suddenly, it mattered so much.

“Yes, he’s fine. It’s only his feelings you’ve hurt,” Zamu answered. Then understanding dawned on him, and he said, “No need to worry. I know violence might be the preferred method of getting things done in Nandapore, but here in Abhaya, I’d like to think we’re a little more civilized than that.”

Roland couldn’t help but feel pricked there. “And what do you know about Nandapore?”

“Oh, I’ve had eyes in Nandapore for a long time now, my friend.” Zamu’s face turned stern when he said, “But I should warn you, we don’t take kindly to ghosts here in Abhaya.” Roland tensed, but Zamu laughed, as if he had told a great joke. “Ghosts and goddesses… nonsense and superstition, am I right?” He waved his cane at the closed door behind Roland. “So, you’ve discovered our little secret. Perhaps now you understand why this marriage between your prince and our princess needed to happen with such haste.” He looked at Roland with calculating eyes. “You’re a man of the world, aren’t you, Roland? You know what chaos news of a queen’s madness would cause. You see why we have kept my poor sister’s condition a secret—and why you must now do the same.”

Roland looked at the door and thought of the woman behind it. “She needs help.”

“Yes, of course,” Zamu said. “And we have sought help, and continue to seek out the best healers across Astirakhanda. What else can we do?” He shook his head, eyes downcast. “Madness is a tragic affliction indeed.” Then he was looking at Roland again, curiosity in his gaze. And something else. An opportunity. “What about you? You wouldn’t have come all this way to see our new king unless you have news to share. Or… questions to ask. Perhaps you’ve seen some things you don’t understand? So, it seems we each need something from the other—I’d like your silence about…” He waved his cane toward the door again. “And you’d like some answers. You seem like a reasonable man, and we could certainly use more of those in Abhaya. Come, let’s have some wine and talk. I’m sure we can reach some sort of agreement.”

Zamu led Roland back down the tower stairs, back through the women’s quarters, and down another hallway, until they emerged onto a walled terrace, where a small feast was laid out on a carpet, with two large cushions placed on either side. After the days of cold porridge and weak tea that Deepa had been sneaking him, the platters of fried fish, steaming oysters, stewed spicy bitter melon, and fiery red crab claws swimming in coconut broth were enough to make Roland’s mouth water. And there was wine. Blessed wine! Roland sat down across from Zamu, hesitating only a moment before diving into the food. Zamu joined him, eating and drinking with unexpected gusto for a man of his age. It somehow made Roland like the man a little more.

The day was hot and the wine was plentiful, so when Zamu suggested a midafternoon rest, Roland was quick to agree. Zamu offered him a room in his own advisor’s quarters (“You’re hardly a servant,” he said. “You’re our guest.”), and Roland stretched out, belly full and brain pleasantly hazy, in the decadent luxury of the room’s large feather bed. One thought nagged at the back of his mind—that even when he had told Zamu about all he had seen in Nandapore, the man had only nodded seriously, even sympathetically. But not once had he seemed surprised. Roland had felt throughout the meal that he was merely recounting secondhand gossip, a story Zamu had already heard. He had said he had eyes in Nandapore, and he was a royal advisor, after all. Of course he would know more than Roland did. It was comforting in a way—that someone else should know and seem so unafraid. He was glad Garjan had a friend in Zamu here. There would be an explanation for everything, Roland felt sure. He closed his eyes and was asleep in minutes, dead to the world.

And so he didn’t notice when a shadow fell across the bed, and a gnarled hand reached into his satchel, left hanging from the bedpost. Nor did he hear the click of the lock as Zamu turned the key in the hallway and then hobbled away, his cane in one hand, a faintly glowing orb in the other.







CHAPTER 17
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TAARA

A swirling mist. The chime of anklets in the long grass.

A song. A kiss. The hiss of a snake and the howl of the wind.

Stay with me, my queen, my love!

Stay…

“I’ll stay,” Taara murmured. “I’ll stay, come back.” She woke with a gasp, the valley that had felt so real around her a moment ago suddenly gone. Then she was clasping the arm that encircled her waist and turning in the bed and yelping in alarm. She disentangled herself from Payal’s embrace and stumbled into the outer chamber, expecting to find her husband there, expecting his ire. But the room was empty, nothing out of place, save for a knife glinting in the corner.

“Come back to bed, Highness,” Payal called, and Taara followed her voice. She stood in the archway between the two rooms and looked at the woman in a rumpled red sari yawning and stretching in the bed. Long chestnut tendrils had come loose from her braid, and she brushed them back from her face as she gave Taara a sleepy smile. “Good morning,” she said, one hand making inviting circles in the spot beside her.

“I don’t understand,” Taara said, approaching the bed. “How did you… and when did you… and Garjan, did he see you?” She sat down next to Payal, the silk sari she had slept in heavy and stiff as she drew her legs up beneath her. “I was worried for you, but I didn’t know how to ask and—”

Payal’s hand cupped the back of Taara’s neck and pulled her down for a kiss, putting an end to her questions. She released Taara’s mouth and grinned. “I came to rescue you.”

“Rescue me?” Taara said. “From what?”

Payal rested her head in one hand, twirling a lock of hair around one finger as she spoke. “That remains to be seen,” she said. “I did meet your husband though. We got off to a poor start, but I think he means well.”

“You spoke to him?”

“Yes.”

“Last night?”

“Yes.”

“So, he knows…?” He knows about us, Taara wanted to say, but couldn’t quite bring herself to make the words.

“Yes,” Payal said. “He knows.” She glanced toward the outer chamber. “He’s not here?” Taara shook her head, and a slow smile crept across Payal’s face. “We’re alone, then,” she said. “I do believe, Highness, that this is our first time sharing a real bed.” She sat up, leaning in for another kiss, her hands beginning to undress Taara as she moved, but Taara pulled away, self-conscious. This was not the valley, where they had sat together with skin freshly scrubbed in the river’s morning spray, with the cool mist and the long grass enveloping them on every side. Payal cocked her head. “What is it?”

Taara felt silly saying it. If only Bala or her serving girls were here. They would know what she needed without her ever having to ask. She paused, not meeting Payal’s eyes, then said, “I’d like a bath. Before we…” Her voice trailed off, but her meaning was clear enough.

“Ah,” Payal said, understanding at last. She rolled off the bed, retying her sari as she walked to the door. She flung it open and hollered into the hallway, “Guard! Her Highness Queen Taaratajini wishes a bath drawn.” After a moment, she made an exasperated sound and said, “Well, don’t just stand there. Fetch the servants. Fill the pools. Have the queen’s clothes brought to the bathing room from the royal palanquin. Go!” She slammed the door and returned to Taara, muttering, “Sometimes I do wonder if these Sanamiri aren’t a little slow up here.” She tapped the side of her head and rolled her eyes. She sat down beside Taara and gathered the queen’s hands in hers. “Apologies, Highness,” she said. “I’m not a very good chambermaid… Although that wasn’t exactly the job I was hired to do.”

Taara looked at her and, for a moment, forgot entirely about the bath she had asked for, as all she wanted to do was feel Payal’s mouth on her own mouth again. But no—Garjan could come back at any moment, and she would not be caught in such a way, not before she had a chance to explain things to him herself. Instead, she let curiosity replace desire and said, “You’re so different from the others you came with. How is it you found yourself part of a royal harem?”

“The only thing my father knows how to do faster than make coin is lose coin,” Payal said, reclining on the bed. “One day, we’d be feasting in a fine elvenkind teahouse, and the next, we’d be sneaking out in the middle of the night, dodging debt collectors, hiding out in some portside shithole—apologies for my language, Highness.”

Taara waved her hand, brushing the language aside. “What’s an elvenkind teahouse like?”

Payal laughed. “That’s right, I forgot you Abhayans are a bit fanatical when it comes to your goddess. You don’t allow for any kind of magic in your city that’s not by Her grace.” She punctuated her last words by making the sign of the goddess, then pressing her hands together in a gesture of prayer, although Taara could well see there was no reverence in it.

Taara laughed too, but she felt uneasy, her mother’s certainty about no good coming of mixing magic and grace taking on a jagged edge. “Abhaya is welcoming to all who would find sanctuary there,” she said.

“So, the priestesses of Yusara haven’t been known to root out spellcasters in your city and stone them to death?”

“Of course not! My mother would never allow such a thing.”

Payal arched an eyebrow at her and said, “Your mother, Queen Suvarnatara, has quietly sanctioned public stoning for years. It’s part of why she’s so feared across the empire. Someday, you will be too, Queen Taaratajini.” She said it with a teasing tone, but her words left Taara feeling cold. A memory materialized of her mother on her red throne, her tone benevolent, as she said the familiar words, by Her grace—then watched, placid, as some ordinary-seeming woman was dragged away. Nobody had ever questioned her. Nobody ever would. Taara began to realize that she had not only been kept ignorant of the world outside Abhaya’s borders, but perhaps within them as well. A seed of suspicion planted itself in Taara’s mind as she thought of all the things she should have been taught before she took Abhaya’s throne. It was almost as if her mother had never intended her to be queen but had always planned to hold that seat of power forever, by grace or by force, only for herself.

“In any case,” Payal continued, “I got tired of my father dragging us from place to place and figured I’d be better off taking care of myself. Word got around that the king was handpicking a new addition to the harem to be sent to Abhaya as part of your wedding gift. So I went to Nandapore Palace, lined up with all the other girls who wanted the job. Then King Pavanathan himself showed up. He bid us undress, then he went down the line one by one, poking and prodding at us like goats at the market, asking everyone what sort of skills they had.”

“What did you say?” Taara asked. It sounded like a horrible ordeal to her, but Payal seemed unbothered.

“I told the truth,” she replied. “I told him I can sing. I can sew. I can cook well enough. And thanks to my friend, the wrestling whore, I’m an excellent fuck.” This time, she did not apologize for her crude language, but rather seemed to enjoy watching the way her words made Taara’s eyes go wide and her breath come just a little faster than before. Given a moment more, Taara would have been helpless to stop Payal from pinning her to the bed, but a knock at the door interrupted them. Payal went to answer and Taara followed, smoothing out her sari and trying to regain some queenly composure.

Two Sanamiri stood in the hallway. Women, Taara thought, looking at them over Payal’s shoulder, but with their identical black tunics, small stature, and black hair pulled tightly back from expressionless, androgynous faces, it was hard to tell for certain. “We will escort the queen to the bathing room now,” one said flatly.

“Yes, very good,” Payal replied, and made a show of arranging Taara’s sari to cover her face, then took her hand as if she was either frail or blind and led her slowly into the hallway.

One of the Sanamiri moved to block her path. “You should not be here,” the elf said. Then, to her companion, said, “Escort this one to join the other whores.”

Payal’s voice was full of disdain when she retorted, “And who shall attend Her Highness while she bathes? You? Or did you expect the queen of Abhaya to bathe and dress herself?” When neither Sanamiri answered, Payal huffed and said, “This palace has been without an empress for too long. Its hospitality lacks the warmth she would extend, while its servants lack the common sense she would command.” After a moment, she leaned in as if Taara had spoken. “What’s that, Highness?” Then she straightened and very seriously said, “Her Highness is feeling rather faint. Have her morning meal brought to the bathing room. She will take her breakfast from the waters. What are you waiting for? Lead the way.”

The Sanamiri hesitated, but in the face of Payal’s seeming authority, and perhaps a queen on the verge of collapse, they turned and led the two women down the hallway, then down the stairs, past the dining hall, and down more stairs still. Finally, they opened a heavy wooden door, and Taara gasped at the cavernous space before her. She had envisioned something like the bathing room at Abhaya Palace, a single room within the women’s quarters attached to an alcove where water could drain from the sandstone pool built into the middle of the floor. The pool was big enough to comfortably fit four or five women, and Taara had fond memories of lounging in cool, fragrant water with her serving girls at her side. This room seemed to span the underbelly of the entire palace, with not one or two or ten pools within it but what Taara counted as at least twenty pools of different sizes and shapes carved into the stone, nearly all of them empty of water. The underground chamber was dim, lit by rows of torches lining the walls. As they followed the Sanamiri around the edge of the enormous room, Taara noticed goblets overturned and scattered about and, on the steps leading into one pool, a single silver anklet, discarded and growing tarnished. It seemed that whoever had been here last had left in a hurry.

They came to the one pool filled with water, and Taara wrinkled her nose at the faint sulfurous smell rising with the steam. “I trust this meets the queen’s needs,” one of the Sanamiri said, and without waiting for an answer, both elves turned and left.

With a squeal of delight, Payal stripped off her clothes and waded into the pool. She disappeared below the surface of the water, and for a moment, Taara was concerned, but then she emerged, shaking the water from her hair and laughing with the joy of it. “Highness,” she called, “come in, the water is wonderful.”

“I…” Taara paused, not knowing what to say. If she had expected Payal to play the part of chambermaid and help her undress and hold her hand to walk her into the water, as she had when they had bathed together in the valley, it was clear Payal had not thought the same. She could ask to be served, command it even. But as she watched Payal unbraid her hair and let it fan out around her as she floated on her back, golden skin glistening in torchlight, eyes closed, a gentle melody vibrating on her lips, Taara realized she didn’t want a servant in this woman, nor a friend. The way Taara wanted her was something more ravenous altogether.

Taara managed to undress herself and slowly descended the steps into the pool. The water was warm and, at its deepest, just covered her breasts. Unlike the river water, which had been cold and murky and constantly moving, the water in this pool was crystal clear, leaving nothing of their bodies to the imagination. Even though Taara had bathed with her serving girls, or Bala, or her mother, many times before, this was different. Even if she had wanted to, she could not tear her eyes from Payal’s body, luminous as it moved, lithe and gently curved. But she didn’t want to. So she did not, even when Payal opened her eyes and set her feet on the bottom of the pool. Then she was in Payal’s arms, being kissed, and kissing her concubine back. Payal’s hands tangled in Taara’s hair, the damp curls tightening in the steam, and her mouth roved unchecked from Taara’s lips to her neck, to the tops of her breasts, just above the water’s surface. Taara clung to her, breathless, waiting—but she wasn’t sure for what.

“What is it you want?” Payal murmured, breath warm against Taara’s ear.

She had not known how to ask for what she wanted in the valley, had not yet found words for the need she had felt then, and felt again now. But this time, she knew exactly how to answer. She found Payal’s hand under the water and brought it between her legs. “This.”

Payal’s eyes were alight with mischief and desire mixed. “I’ll do you one better, Highness,” she said. Grasping Taara around the waist, she lifted her onto the edge of the pool.

“What are you doing?” Taara asked, her arms folding across her breasts. “They’ll be back with the food you so kindly requested any moment. Someone will see!”

Payal looked up at Taara. “Let them see,” she said, and spread Taara’s legs apart.

The rest of Taara’s protests died on her lips as Payal worked her over with a skilled tongue. Taara had never imagined such an act, let alone how it would feel—the intensity of an open mouth pressed to her pulsing core, the intimacy of being tasted. Taara let herself fall back on her elbows, cupping her own breasts, pleasure radiating through her like lightning in her blood. She was open and wanton, crying out when she came, and as she sank back into the pool, she couldn’t help but smile, imagining Bala or her mother trying to explain this kind of congress to her. No wonder love had remained a mystery for so long.

The door creaked as it opened, and two Sanamiri arrived with a platter of food, a pair of camphor lamps, and a pot of tea. Behind them, two others carried in the gilded trunk filled with Taara’s clothes that Bala had packed and sent along with the caravan. Taara turned her back to the elves, but Payal had already put her body between Taara and their gaze. “Thank you,” Payal said curtly. “That will be all.” Taara might have been the queen among them, but it was Payal playing the part of empress in Samjaya Palace today.

The elves dropped the lamps and the trunk unceremoniously by the side of the pool, leaving the food and drink on top of it. When they had gone, Payal climbed out of the pool, wringing her hair out, and knelt beside the trunk. She dipped a spoon into a runny chickpea porridge, then let the lumpy gruel pour slowly back into its bowl. “Not exactly a royal feast.”

Taara climbed out as well, arms crossed awkwardly across her dripping body. After a moment, she scooped up her discarded underskirt and shimmied back into it, pulling it up so that it tied below her collarbone instead of around her waist. Then she joined Payal on the other side of the trunk, so that it seemed they sat together at a low table, to share what amounted to a lowly meal indeed. A small pile of steamed plantain halves and an offering of overripe fruit were the only other options besides the porridge, and Taara watched as Payal peeled yellow plantain flesh from blackened skin and took a bite. “I’ve had worse,” she said, and poured the tea.

Taara accepted the cup she was offered, and there was something so familiar in the gesture, she was instantly transported to her own room in Abhaya Palace, to the warmth of Bala’s lined face. “When we go home,” she said, “the first thing I’m going to do is have Bala make us her neer-dosa.”

“Who’s Bala?” Payal asked.

“My nursemaid, my Dooseri-Ma.”

Payal smiled at this and sipped her tea. “And what is this neer-dosa you’re so clearly craving?”

Taara described for her the delicate lacelike rice crepes, featherlight and filled with a thick, sweet layer of shredded coconut, jaggery, and ghee. “Cook makes them just fine,” she said, “but when Bala makes them for me, she adds something special. A secret ingredient.”

Payal nodded knowingly, indulgently. “Let me guess—is it love?”

Taara’s brow furrowed. “No,” she replied. “It’s pistachio.”

Payal threw back her head and laughed, hair loose around her, and Taara had to laugh too, even though she didn’t know what she had said that was funny. Payal sat back on her heels, gazing at Taara intently. “Tell me about you.”

This gave Taara pause. “What do you mean?”

“In all our time in the valley, I talked and you listened. You know all my stories and I know none of yours. So, tell me—how does the queen of Abhaya fill her days? When she’s not adventuring across the empire, that is.”

Taara considered, nibbling at a too-soft plum. “Well, before I was crowned, in the morning there was breakfast and time to bathe and dress, and morning prayers, depending on the day. Then my lessons, of course—the histories, and the study of languages and maps, and readings from the Book of Yusara, and practicing my script with quill and parchment. Then the midday meal, then time for rest. Some days, in the afternoons, my mother would hear grievances in the main hall and I would be permitted to watch, from behind the screen, obviously. Other days, my girls and I played games, or else they might play music, or we would walk in the palace lemon grove.” Taara smiled as a memory came to her. “When my father was alive, he used to bring animals to the palace for us to play with—kittens, sometimes the softest little rabbits, beautiful parakeets that would repeat whatever silly thing you said to them. Once, even a tiger cub.”

“That all sounds lovely,” Payal said. “And your mother—were you close to her as well?”

“I am close to her. She’s not dead,” Taara said. Then, after a pause, “She’s mad.” It was the first time she had spoken that truth out loud to anyone. “But before this… affliction of the mind, she was extraordinary. Beloved by her people. Fearless.”

“And feared,” Payal said.

“Maybe. But also… my mother. There was rarely a day that did not end with us sharing the evening meal. I always felt there was nothing I couldn’t confide in her, no problem she couldn’t solve. She asked my thoughts on the Book of Yusara, on what foods to serve on festival days, on what to wear when the artists came to paint the portraits of our family that hang in Abhaya Palace.” Even as she spoke, something gnawed at her. Her days at the palace had always seemed full, everything ordered just so. But now, recounting the life she had known out loud, she realized how little of substance there was to tell. I should have asked to see more, do more, she thought. She wanted to believe that her mother had only ever meant to protect her, but in keeping her safe, she had also kept Taara blind. “It’s funny,” Taara said. “I spent my whole life waiting to become queen, believing that when I finally wore the crown of Abhaya, that’s when my life would truly begin.”

“And has it?”

Taara looked at Payal and was struck by a rush of euphoric desire, the memory of waking in her arms, and of her wet skin, and of her searching, circling tongue, setting each of Taara’s nerve endings on fire, igniting the need to be touched again. She wasn’t blind anymore. And she never would be again. She stood and untied the underskirt’s strings, letting it fall from her body, letting Payal’s eyes drink her in, recognizing the wanting she saw reflected in them. “I think it has.”

Taara and Payal passed the day in the palace baths, soaking in the pool, lounging on the spring-warmed stone, talking, fucking, nibbling at the food and sipping cold tea. Nobody came for them, and it seemed they had either been forgotten or were being ignored. Taara dozed, head in Payal’s lap, while Payal sang to her in many tongues—Norvardarian wedding songs, northern lullabies, a sailor’s lament from the distant shores of Firnador. “You’ve seen so much of the world, and I’ve barely seen the city I live in,” Taara said.

“I’ll take you,” Payal told her, legs dangling in the pool. “We’ll go on a royal survey from one end of Astirakhanda to the other.” She caught one of Taara’s dark nipples between finger and thumb, making Taara gasp and Payal grin. “With your husband’s permission, of course,” she added. It was a clear joke—the queen of Abhaya hardly needed her husband’s permission to go where she pleased. To be king in Abhaya was to be a symbol at best—a reflection of that divine union of Yusara and Ontorom. The king’s role was not to rule, but to love and to serve, to protect, to create political ties, and of course, to sire the next queen. Taara put that last thought out of her mind as she slipped back into the water.

Steam and pleasure had loosened her limbs, and unburdened of her heavy silks, she felt light and free. But the mention of her husband brought a weight back to her heart. Garjan was a good man, and he had married her in good faith. And if she could not—would not—share her body with him, he deserved to know why. She waded to the edge of the pool and pushed her way between Payal’s legs. She touched her lips to the inside of a thigh and murmured, “We should go back.”

Payal locked her legs around Taara’s body in the water. “Should we?” She was mostly teasing, but Taara heard the reluctance in her tone too.

Taara looked up at her, resolved. “We should.”

Payal sighed, but stood and helped Taara climb from the pool. They found in the trunk a fresh sari for Taara to wear, the silk clean and stiff and separated from the other saris with sheets of parchment. Payal wore the same red sari she had arrived in, the steam and camphor in the air of the baths leaving it damp and fragrant. They retraced their steps back to the room Garjan and Taara were meant to share, and although they passed many Sanamiri along the way, none so much as looked in their direction. From beneath the edge of her pallu, Taara snuck a glance at a group of them marching toward the main doors. Their movements were precise to the point of strangeness, their expressions fixed and blank. She shivered and turned away, glad that Abhaya wasn’t home to any elvenkind, if this was what their kind were like.

At the door to the room, Taara turned to face Payal, who took her hands and kissed them in turn. “I’ll go in with you,” Payal said. “We’ll talk to him together.”

Taara shook her head. “He’s my husband,” she said. “I made vows to him, and he to me. I need to talk to him on my own first. I owe him that much.”

Payal hesitated, as if she would say more, but then she was nodding and pulling Taara in close, still holding Taara’s hands in hers. “I’ll come back in the morning,” she said. “I know a way out of this place. If you want, all three of us can walk out of here tomorrow.” She leaned in for a kiss, but Taara resisted, darting a warning glance at the Sanamiri guards stationed at either end of the hallway. She didn’t need to say the words; her eyes alone conveyed her thoughts. Someone might see. Payal didn’t back away, didn’t let her gaze stray from Taara’s face. She raised one eyebrow. A challenge. She didn’t need to repeat the words; they were already echoing in Taara’s head. Let them see. Taara exhaled the breath she hadn’t known she was holding and let her arms wind around Payal’s neck, drawing her in for a long kiss. She let her mouth be opened and held nothing back, abandoning herself to the freedom of being kissed and being seen alike.

As Payal disappeared down the stairs, Taara leaned against the door, trying to gather her thoughts. She didn’t know her husband well, but from what she had seen of him, he was reasonable, kind even. Not like his brother. He would understand. Hadn’t he once told her, It doesn’t matter to me if there is or was another? She took a breath and opened the door, ready to find out if he had meant those words or not.

The room she entered appeared empty, everything exactly as it had been when she and Payal had left it in the morning. The fire in the grate had gone out, and no one had come to light it again. The sky through the barred window in the bedchamber had the purple haze of twilight, and Taara supposed Garjan might be in the dining hall for the evening meal. She thought of going to look for him, but didn’t move, just sat on the bed, staring out the window, watching the sky darken. Back home in Abhaya, she had so rarely been alone. There had always been someone about—there to either serve or scold. Now, stretching out in the middle of the big bed, letting her arms fan out, careless of the space she took up, Taara realized that she quite liked her own company. She made the sign of the goddess, uttering a prayer of thanks, and even in the silence that followed she could still hear Payal’s voice, singing her to sleep.

A swirling mist. A rush of wings as birds fly frantic from the tall grass.

The hiss of a snake and the howl of the wind.

Run, my queen, my love!

Run…

Taara woke with heart racing, wrenched from the dream by the urgent plea in that voice she now knew so well. But it was not Payal in the room with her. Garjan was at the window, broad back turned to her, hands loose at his sides. Taara sat up, hugging her knees into her body. “You’re back,” she said. “I was wondering where you were.” She paused, then added, “I suppose you were wondering the same about me. Maybe it’s time we talked.” He didn’t turn at her voice. He made no sign he had heard her at all. Taara took his silence for anger and felt her defenses rising. “I didn’t mean to deceive you,” she said. “I didn’t know that Payal and I would… I didn’t even know that I wanted… What I mean is…” Taara let out a muffled groan, burying her head in her hands. Now she wished she had let Payal stay. Payal would know what to say without making a worse mess of everything. Taara lifted her head and spoke to Garjan’s back. “Like it or not, you are my husband and I am your wife. I need to do what’s best for Abhaya, but… I also need to do what’s right for me.” She rose from the bed and came up behind him, reaching for his hand. “Please, Garjan. Can’t we talk about this?”

The hand Taara grasped was deathly cold, and she would have pulled away if she could. But Garjan’s fist had closed around her fingers and he would not let her go. He turned slowly, and in his eyes, Taara could find none of the warmth, or humor, or even the heartache that she had read in them before. They shone cold and black, and utterly empty. Dropping her hand, he reached across her body and tore her sari free from where it was pinned to her blouse. “What are you doing?” Taara cried, backing away from him. “What’s wrong with you?”

“You are my wife,” he said in a voice she barely recognized as his; little more than a whisper but steeped in menace nonetheless. “You belong to me. And I will have what is mine.” Then he was holding the end of the sari with both hands, pulling slowly, unwinding her methodically, but too forcefully for her to resist. The sari pooled around her, leaving her in underskirt and blouse alone. Their eyes met, then Taara turned and fled. He overpowered her in the span of three steps, pulling her to the floor beside the cold grate.

The knife. Taara remembered the knife she had seen cast into the corner of the room. If it was still there now, she had a chance. She scrambled backward, but with no moon, no lamp, no fire, she could only feel around wildly in the dark, until her hand closed around the knife’s handle. She lashed out blindly, feeling the walls on either side of her and knowing there was nowhere else to go. His hands were at her waist, fumbling with her underskirt strings, when her blade met flesh. There was a grunt and a pause, and Taara froze, holding the knife poised to strike again. Then her wrist was pinned to the wall, and one by one, he pried her fingers loose from the weapon. She kicked at him and twisted, and pleaded and fought, but she was no match for his strength. With the knife thrown aside, he returned to the underskirt, this time simply ripping it open from ankle to hip. That’s when Taara began to pray.

Goddess, I beg you, come to my aid.

The body covering hers was cold, the weight of it crushing, as she pushed ineffectually against his chest. She closed her eyes as he forced her legs apart.

By your grace.

Then the weight of him was gone, and he scuttled backward, hissing. Wounded.

Taara opened her eyes and there, on his chest, glowing in the dark, was the outline of the lotus painted in henna on her palm. Heat surged from her hand, spreading through her body, leaving no room for fear. She got to her feet, arm still outstretched, and though she couldn’t see it, she could feel the lotus glowing, growing stronger by the second. The voice she spoke with was hers, and yet was not. “By the grace of Goddess Yusara,” Taara said, “I banish you from this place. Be gone!”

The black-eyed man was crouched low to the ground, like an animal ready to pounce on its prey. “You belong to me, Yusara,” it hissed, an ancient bitterness infusing the sound. “We are meant to be one. You will be mine. Or you will be dust.” With a cry that was neither human nor divine, the creature leapt toward Taara, and Taara, her hand raised in blessing, let everything around her explode into the golden light of the lotus.







CHAPTER 18
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BHEDIYA

As the rickshaw crossed the bridge into the New City, Bhediya took in the familiar spires of Nandapore Palace in the distance, pushing away the pang she felt being so close to Garjan’s home, and he so far away. He had offered many times to take her out in the Old City—his favored stomping grounds—to teahouses or taverns, to visit his favorite stalls in the market, or even for an afternoon at the Grand Akhada. She had always declined, Chandanee-Ma’s conviction that showing herself in public would diminish her value to her most discerning clients always there in the back of her mind. But now, passing the New City’s gardens and fountains, its towering embassies and well-appointed shops, she wished she had said yes. She wished for every moment back that she had chosen not to spend with him, for now, they all felt wasted.

Her dupatta fell back from her head as the rickshaw slowed, and it was only then that Bhediya realized she was attracting horrified stares from well-dressed passersby who stopped in their tracks to gawk at her. Her driver wore only a stained and tattered dhoti and she knew well how she must look, with her tangled hair and ill-fitting clothes. She lowered her eyes and pulled the dupatta back up to cover her face, urging the driver to hurry. All her life, she had been told she was a beauty, but then, she had been given every tool, had learned every trick, to enhance her appearance—to soften her skin and sweeten her scent and flatter the curves of her body and the fall of her hair. To be desired had been her life’s work, her purpose. Without the House of Moonlight in which to find her own reflection, Bhediya wasn’t sure who she was. Who she could be. She turned the wolf head between her fingers, waiting to find out.

The rickshaw driver deposited her at the golden gates of the Norvardarian embassy, and an unarmed guard ambled up to the gate. He looked Bhediya up and down, his expression more confusion than distaste. “Can I help you, mistress?” he asked.

Bhediya let a poised smile overtake her face. “Good day to you, sir,” she said. “I wish to speak with Akio, the Norvardarian ambassador to His Highness King Pavanathan.”

“Has he granted you an audience?”

Bhediya paused. “No, but…” What could she say? He’s been my friend and patron and lover and teacher for ten years. “He knows me.”

The guard looked at her more closely, then took a step toward the bars of the gate, curling his fingers to bid Bhediya do the same. In a low voice, he asked her, “Are you with child?”

Bhediya shook her head, letting her lashes flutter in distress. She brought a hand up to clasp the guard’s fingers. “Please,” she said softly. “I must speak with him. It’s urgent.”

She knew the effect of her parted lips, her luminous amber eyes as he gazed into them, this young elf barely out of boyhood—and she knew she had him. He cleared his throat and stepped back, fumbling with the ring of keys at his waist. “I don’t know if Akio-ji is here, but allow us to offer you refreshment while I make the inquiry on your behalf.” He opened the gate, and Bhediya followed him toward the embassy doors, trying not to limp on the foot where the tip of the splinter was still caught in her heel. In the courtyard, they passed a great slab of black stone over which water poured from an unseen source into the fountain below. Perched atop the slab was a golden leopard with glittering black eyes and spots, one paw extended, mouth open in a surprisingly lifelike snarl. She wondered if, like Akio, this boy too had the leopard tattooed on his body, or if he had not yet come to that Norvardarian rite of passage.

He led her inside the embassy, which was all dark wood and dark stone, set off by gold accents. In the entrance hall, he sat her on a bench, cushioned with yellow silk brocade, and asked her what she would like to drink. “Tea? Water? Wine?” His skin was a lighter shade than Akio’s, the twists of his hair hitting high cheekbones when he smiled at her. She could imagine Akio bringing this boy to the House of Moonlight, initiating him to pleasure, as Roland had done for Garj so many years ago. On a different day, she might have found herself in Chandanee-Ma’s parlor, discussing which girls to present, deciding how best to shape a night the young elf would never forget. Now all that seemed not mere days ago but a lifetime.

“Water will do, thank you,” she said, and watched him retreat down a hallway and out of sight. It was only a few minutes before a girl appeared with a serving tray in hand. She set it on the bench next to Bhediya and poured water into a cup from a brass pitcher. A basket of bubbly papadums dotted with cumin seeds waited in the tray as well. The girl offered her a shy smile, and Bhediya saw in her face a mix of elvenkind and humankind features both. She thought of the guard’s question at the gate—are you with child?—and wondered how many mixed-blood children might call Nandapore home. She had always been careful, keeping close track of when her courses were due, but familiarity with Garj and with Akio over the years had dulled her vigilance when it came to them. There had been a handful of times when her blood had come late, and for a few days, she had been gripped in the fervor of hope and fear combined. It had never come to pass, and most days, she was grateful for it. A child with Garjan could only complicate things between them. But now, returning the girl’s smile, Bhediya began to wonder what a child born with the best of Akio’s gifts and hers combined might be like, what kind of power such a child might possess. And if power like that was possible, what need would Nandapore have of a king, or Abhaya a queen, for that matter? Those who held the power made the rules, and Bhediya, whose dreams had always been confined to her prince and the House of Moonlight, was suddenly hungry for so much more.

She shook the thought away, clamping down on the fire that threatened to spring from her fingertips. She reached into her blouse for a silver coin to give to the girl, as she had done for Chitra so many times, but closed her hand into a fist instead, both to hold her flames in check and because she remembered she no longer had coin to give away. When she felt the heat subside, she extended her hand in invitation and said, “Will you share this with me? I hate to eat alone.”

“Zora has her studies to attend to. Isn’t that so, Zora?”

The girl’s hand froze midway to the basket, and she spun around, chastened. “Yes, Maitreyi-ji.”

The woman who entered the hall was Norvardarian, and an elder, that much was clear from the silver of her long braids, woven through with cords of red and gold silk, though her face was yet unmarked by lines of age. She was slight of frame but sure of step, and the silk of her burnt-orange tunic was cinched at the waist with a belt of pearls, its clasp a ruby that mirrored the wolf pendant’s eye. Bhediya rose to greet her, but when she drew breath to speak, the air was thick in her nose, her mouth, her throat, like inhaling a handful of spun wool. She gasped soundlessly, touching a hand to her neck, the wolf’s head that hung there vibrating faintly against her chest. It was as if the wolf too had breathed in the heavy magic that descended upon the room like an invisible fog. She looked at the girl to see if she felt the change, but she seemed unaffected.

“Take one and go,” the woman said to the girl, who grabbed a papadum and fled down the hallway where the guard had disappeared. Maitreyi sank gracefully onto the other side of the bench, the basket between them. She picked up a papadum and broke it in half. “I’m poorer company than young Zora, I’m afraid,” she said, “but I hope you won’t mind if I join you instead.” She bit into the papadum and watched Bhediya intently. Bhediya could only shake her head, helpless now to stop the sparks gathering just below her skin. She could barely breathe, let alone eat. She turned pleading, panicked eyes on Maitreyi, but the older woman sipped languidly from the cup Zora had filled for Bhediya. “How is it,” she said, “that Zora, a child, could easily clear such a simple elemental spell, but you, a fully grown spellcaster, cannot?”

Bhediya was starting to feel faint. She held out the wolf head, hoping it would have some meaning for the elvenkind mage slowly choking her to death. Maitreyi looked at it, then looked at Bhediya, and nodded. “Very well,” she said. “It’s better this way, isn’t it?” As she spoke, she stood, unclasped the belt around her waist, and removed tunic and narrow trousers, folding them neatly on the bench, so that she stood naked in front of Bhediya, who was struggling to keep her eyes focused. Maitreyi’s leopard tattoo curved around her body, the animal’s head at her shoulder, its hind legs and tail rounding her opposite hip. “You have no reason to trust elvenkind, and even if you did, I would not have believed a word spoken from your human mouth. Let us speak in our true tongues then, as we really are.”

At first, Bhediya barely understood what the woman was saying, but then realization dawned, and horror with it. She didn’t want to change again, didn’t want to have Norvardarian blood on her hands along with that of the Sanamiri she had already killed. But she couldn’t breathe. And if she didn’t do something quickly, she was going to die.

She focused on the wolf’s head, and its ruby eye gleamed at her, bloodred. Blood, yes. That was what it needed to wake. Maitreyi shook her head. “Still relying on blood and trinkets to bend magic to your will? Either you are a dull pupil or my brother is a lazy teacher.” With a slight sigh, she said, “Both seem likely.” She reached for Bhediya’s hand. “Allow me,” she said, almost kindly. Then Bhediya heard her own strangled cry as the elvenkind mage ran a fingertip across her palm, splitting the skin and leaving a thin line of blood. She curled Bhediya’s bloodied hand around the amulet and pressed both to the space above her breast, where her heart pounded with a desperate plea. The last thing Bhediya remembered was Maitreyi’s eyes turning from dark brown to bright yellow, her teeth lengthening, her features shifting, impossibly, into something fierce and graceful. Then everything went dark.

The wolf and the leopard circle each other warily. The wolf’s paws are injured, and every step causes it pain. It doesn’t belong here. The scent coming off the other animal makes it clear they are not kin, but neither are they natural enemies. The wolf growls. And waits.

Where is my brother, dog? The leopard’s question holds menace, as if she will decide whether to eat the wolf based on how it answers.

The wolf’s fur stands on end. Its black nose twitches. There are those that were its family, its pack, although they are now scattered to the wind. This animal is not one of them. But she is tied to one who is. The wolf sits, licks its paw. Speaks in a low whine: I do not know. I came here to find him.

The leopard snarls. He was seen with the one they call Bhuta. Going to the place where you live. On the night it burned. He has not come back since.

The wolf shakes its shaggy head. He was not there.

The leopard paces, thinks. When she speaks next, she speaks in the voice of a woman, relieved and annoyed at once. “I knew the fool lives yet. I would have felt his passing if he had burned in your House of Moonlight. We’ll find him.” She finds a patch of sunlight, stretches her long front paws. Circles thrice. Lies down with her head against the sun-warmed wood floor. “I suppose I owe you something in return. Knowledge for knowledge seems fair.” She yawns and says, “Someone waits for you at the Mahada Temple.”

“No one waits for me now,” the wolf tells the leopard in her human voice.

“Suit yourself,” the leopard says. “But the longer you wait, the longer the child suffers.”

An image flashes in the wolf’s mind of a sitar half buried in the rubble of Chandanee Mukan. Half buried, but still there. “Chitra,” she whispers. “She’s alive?”

“She is. She waits for you, and death waits for her. But the girl is weak. And death is impatient.”

The wolf barely hears the last words the leopard has spoken. She is already bounding across the courtyard, slinking under the gate, finding the smell of fresh water in the air and following the scent to the wide trench surrounding the blue walls of the Mahada Temple. She does not hesitate. She crosses the trench quickly, head above the water, feet kicking furiously below. She drags herself onto white stone on the other side, tries to shake the water from her fur, but collapses at the feet of a blue-skinned god instead. The statue of Mahada rises twenty men high, his body encrusted with mother-of-pearl to resemble shimmering scales, a golden trident enclosed in one hand. If he sees the wolf whimpering at his feet, he makes no sign. The wolf can hear a baby wailing from within, but her heart is an exploding star, her body a bit of obsidian stone, and as the temple doors open, she knows no more.

Before Bhediya was fully awake, she sensed that she was swinging. It was a gentle motion, and combined with the sound of water flowing softly and the feel of a hand stroking her hair, she could almost feel safe, almost let herself fall back into that blissful state of nothingness. But as she blinked her eyes, a face came into view—a face she had thought she would never see again. “Chandanee-Ma?”

“Chup, Bhediya jaan. Quiet now. Just rest.”

Bhediya struggled to sit up, and Chandanee-Ma touched her feet to the interlocking turquoise and gold tiles of the temple floor, bringing the swinging bench where they sat to a stop. She wore the pale blue robes of the disciples of Mahada, her head fully covered. Bhediya realized it was the first time she had seen her wearing anything other than the cream-colored saris she favored, somehow lending her an aura of respectability even as she negotiated the price for carnal pleasures each night. But even if her clothes were different, Chandanee-Ma’s eyes were the same and her hands were the same, and Bhediya reached out to touch her, uncertain if they met in the world of the living or that of the dead. Chandanee-Ma caught Bhediya’s wrist and pressed her bandaged palm to one cheek. Then with a sob, she wrapped her arms around Bhediya’s shoulders and pulled her in close. Bhediya clung to her, and they wept together for all they had both lost.

“It’s my fault,” Bhediya managed to say. “The Sanamiri came for me, because of… what I am.”

Chandanee-Ma dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her robe and shook her head. “No, jaan,” she said. “The fault is mine. I knew they would come eventually. I should have been prepared.”

“How did you escape?”

Chandanee-Ma looked away. “They had us locked in. They just kept saying for the good of the empire, over and over. Even when the fire spread and the house began to collapse around us, they weren’t afraid. I watched them burn alive, but it was as if they felt nothing. As if they were already dead. When I realized there was no way out, no way to save anyone else but myself, I snuck into the cellar and then out, into the tunnels.”

The Nandapore Bhediya had known suddenly felt perilous, a place with a poisoned heart. And she suspected she knew the poison’s source. “This is the king’s work,” she said. “Pavan empowers the Sanamiri to kill those of us with the elemental magic in our blood. For them, it is some misguided quest to return the world to the way it once was. But for him…” A clear truth occurred to Bhediya as she spoke. This is why he sent Garjan away. “It is a way to snuff out power he cannot control.” She looked at Chandanee-Ma, a horrible realization taking shape behind her eyes, and said, “He won’t stop till we’re all dead.”

“I have no gift of magic in my blood,” Chandanee-Ma said, “but when I saw it in you, how strong it was, how strong you could be… I couldn’t let that go to waste. Why do you think I brought Akio to you in the first place? I hoped he could train you to be a real spellcaster, to protect yourself and others like you.”

“He did,” Bhediya said, her voice breaking. “He tried.” And Akio had tried, for so long, in so many gentle ways, to help her embrace the magic in her blood—but he had also been complacent, distracted by a thousand other urgent matters, eager to win the king’s favor and quick to downplay the Sanamiri as a threat. She should have listened harder, asked to learn faster. And sooner, much sooner. Now it might be too late.

Chandanee-Ma reached out and fingered the wolf head Bhediya still wore around her neck, resting against the blue robes in which she too had been dressed. She seemed reluctant to speak. Finally, quietly, she said, “You aren’t the only one they came for that night.”

“Chitra,” Bhediya said, and she didn’t need Chandanee-Ma to confirm it to know it was true. She had always felt a connection to the girl, had been there when she was born. In a different life, she might have been Chitra’s mother herself. “Where is she? Is she alive?”

“She’s here, pulled from the wreckage. She’s alive.”

“I want to see her.”

“Of course. But Bhediya…” Chandanee-Ma put a hand on top of Bhediya’s and said, “You should prepare yourself. She burned with the house. I think she’s been waiting for you. To say goodbye.”

There were two shallow pools, each tiled in the same brilliant turquoise and gold as the rest of the temple floors, in the dim chamber where Bhediya would watch Chitra die. Each was surrounded by high white screens, intricate with latticework and carvings depicting Mahada’s heroics as he conquered the demons of the sea and flung them back to the depths of Astirakhanda. It was in the second pool, farthest from the single window letting in a little bit of light, that Bhediya found Chitra, her body mostly submerged. Her skin was scorched and blistered all over, blackened in some places right down to the bone. Her hair was gone, and Bhediya could see that the flesh on one side of her face was just barely held together by a poultice and a binding of lotus leaves. Only her hands—her small musician’s hands—were entirely unburnt. Bhediya couldn’t tell if it was some healing property of the pool or Chitra’s will alone that had kept her alive this long, but looking at the shell of the sweet child she knew, she was overcome with helpless rage at the injustice of the world. But there would be time for that later. What Chitra needed now was not an avenger, but a friend. Bhediya forced a smile into her voice and, kneeling beside the pool, said softly, “Chitra jaan, I’m here.”

Chitra opened one eye and turned her head slightly in Bhediya’s direction. The other eye, Bhediya knew, would never open again. One corner of her mouth twitched, as if she was trying to smile. “Didi,” she whispered, lips barely moving. “I knew you would come.”

“Of course I came,” Bhediya said, unable to hold back the tears that slid down her cheeks. She was afraid to touch the girl for fear it would only cause her further pain, so instead she made her tone brisk. “Now that I’m here, I’ll bring every healer in Nandapore until you’re well. And then I’ll have a new sitar made for you.”

“To play for the prince,” Chitra murmured.

“Yes,” Bhediya said, laughing through her tears. “That’s right. To play for the prince.”

“I wish I could have,” Chitra said, and the sadness in her voice tore at Bhediya’s heart. “I wanted to make you proud. To show you what I could do. Can I show you now?”

“I am proud of you, jaan, you don’t need to do anything more.”

But Chitra was already lifting one hand from the pool, grimacing with the effort of it. In her open palm, Bhediya watched as water materialized from its center, dribbling down her fingers, to meet the droplets emerging from each calloused fingertip. In a few minutes, she held in her hand a small, sparkling fountain. Then Bhediya understood that this was how Chitra had survived the fire, using her magic to hold the flames at bay for as long as she could. But not long enough.

Chitra dropped her hand back into the pool and turned her head in the other direction, toward the window, and listened. Bhediya followed her sightless gaze and listened too, but she heard nothing. “My time grows short, didi,” Chitra said. “But I promised to deliver a message to you. Are you listening?”

“A message from who?” Bhediya asked, leaning in closer.

Chitra spoke haltingly, as if relaying the words of another. “When the queen comes to you… do not turn away. Extend your hand to her… for you are two parts of a whole. It is only together… that you will make dust of the wind.”

“I don’t understand,” Bhediya said. But then Chitra was trying to reach up, fingers extended toward Bhediya’s face. Bhediya leaned down and the girl ran wet fingertips from Bhediya’s forehead to nose, to cheeks, lips, and chin. A way to see her one last time.

“By Her grace,” Chitra whispered. When her hand fell away, she was gone.

“No… no, please, not yet…” Bhediya reached into the water and grabbed the limp hand, squeezing it too tightly, but Chitra was beyond pain now. Bhediya sat next to the pool, holding the dead girl’s hand until the day’s last light was gone.

Bhediya moved slowly, numbly, through the temple’s corridors, lit by torches embedded in the tile. Each path was bordered by water, some of it glowing with golden fish, some of it fragrant with floating lilies and a few bright lotuses, splendid in shades of sunrise. Each path led to a different shrine to Mahada, torchlight filtering through the ornate white screens, the sound of the moving water constant. It was a beautiful place, a peaceful place, Bhediya thought. It was a fitting place for someone with Chitra’s elemental gifts to die.

But she shouldn’t have died. Bhediya made her way back to the swing overlooking the temple’s moat, and the night wind set it rocking. She let the rage come at last, hot and consuming, setting her hands ablaze. Staring into the depths of the twin flames she had conjured, Bhediya made a vow that she would see the king dead. With a queen’s help or without. As a woman or as a wolf. The vow took root inside her, and Bhediya’s eyes closed. Even in sleep, the fire in her hands continued to burn, low and bright, defiant against the starless dark.







CHAPTER 19
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GARJAN

Garjan woke the next morning, and immediately wished he hadn’t. His head pounded. His body ached. He felt that hazy, half-nauseous stupor that he used to wake with after a night of particularly raucous carousing with Roland and other friends of questionable repute. We’re all princes of Nandapore tonight! Coin on the tavern table. Wine. A song. A woman in his lap. More wine? A scribe composing a letter to his love, who was not the woman in his lap. More wine! Roland’s arm around his shoulders. A rickshaw ride away from the port. His own bed. Kumari’s sympathetic fussing and his brother’s disapproving glare. His horse. His sword. Home. Garjan would have given anything to be back there now, instead of sitting groggily on a cold stone floor in Samjaya, waiting for the room to stop spinning, while he tried to piece together what the fuck had happened.

“Try anything and I’ll slit your throat.”

Garjan turned his head toward the voice that had spoken, but his vision swam. He tried to lift a hand to rub at his stinging eyes and realized he could not. In his confusion, he tried to stand, and only succeeded in falling over sideways, his cheek making hard contact with the ground. His hands and legs were tightly bound with what appeared to be the torn strips of an underskirt. Bare feet wearing gold anklets came into view as a woman crouched in front of him. Craning his neck, he looked up at her face. Blue eyes. Brown hair. Mixed blood. He searched his memory, and her name came back to him. “Payal,” he rasped. “Untie me.”

“I’d dance in all the realms of demons first,” she retorted. “I knew Taara wasn’t safe with you. What a fool I was to be taken in by your handsome fucking face and all your noble-sounding words.”

Garjan struggled to sit up, eventually shimmying back to a sitting position, wedging himself into the corner. His face felt raw, and when he gingerly touched his wrists together to his cheek, they came away crusted with dried blood. “I don’t know what you’re on about, but the last time I saw my wife”—he looked up at her with a pointed glare—“she was asleep with your fucking arms wrapped around her.” He coughed and felt a twinge in his chest, but when he looked down, there were no marks, no bruises, nothing to explain the lingering ache he felt right down to his ribs.

After a moment, Payal said, “You really believe that, don’t you?”

“Believe what?” he snapped. “And why am I naked?” He squinted at her until her features came into focus. And something in the expression on her face—anger and accusation and pity and fear all wrapped up together—cut through the fog Garjan felt with a stab of sharp dread. “Payal,” he said, “what’s happened?”

She drew a chair and sat down heavily, and he saw the knife on the table, within easy reach. “We woke up and you were gone. We passed the day together… in the baths.” Garjan raised his eyebrows at that, but she continued, “She wanted to talk to you. I wanted to stay.” Payal shook her head. “I should have stayed. Why didn’t I stay?” she said, self-chastisement in her tone. “I came back this morning and found her huddled exactly where you’re sitting now, her clothes half torn off, babbling about how you attacked her.”

Now Garjan was thoroughly awake, as if someone had doused him with ice water. “I didn’t. It’s not true.”

“But she wasn’t making any sense—she said it was you but not you, and something about Yusara and Ontorom, some vision of fire and ash and the world coming apart.”

But Garjan wasn’t listening anymore. He was closing his eyes, as if that might help to shut out the flashes that kept coming, faster and faster, each one worse than the last. The harem. The snakes on the stairs. The wind. And then he had come back here. You belong to me. And I will have what is mine. Taara fighting him, cutting him. And more than anything, an overpowering voice in his head, a voice that was not his own. Not I want, or even I need. Simply, I deserve. He didn’t want to know, but he had to know. “Did I…?” He couldn’t bring himself to say the word.

“Rape her?” Payal said, her voice cold. “You tried. But she fought you. And she won.”

A small measure of relief washed over Garjan at this, but it was short-lived. His wife would never trust him again. And why should she? He had no explanation or excuse for what he had done, and at the moment, he wasn’t even sure he could trust himself. “Payal, you have to know I didn’t do this,” he said. “Or… I didn’t mean to.”

“What you meant to do means nothing. It’s only what you did do that matters.”

Garjan sat still and quiet, trying to make sense of it all. He so desperately wanted to protest that he hadn’t been in his right mind, hadn’t been in control of his own actions. But then… who had been? “Naina and the others…” he began, not quite knowing what he meant to say. “They came to me yesterday, in the garden.”

“What of it?” Payal replied. “That was our job here. To seduce, to spy, to be your brother’s eyes and ears in the royal bed. And to hasten the arrival of an heir. By any means necessary.”

“Even… unnatural ones?”

“What do you mean? How would that be possible?”

“I don’t know,” Garjan said, but he already felt sick with certainty that it had been Pavan’s gift of a harem that had somehow made him become someone—something—else. Maybe his brother had been right to mistrust women’s magic, to try to rid the city of spellcasters all along. Finally, he asked, “Where is Taara now?”

“Safe,” Payal said. “And ready to come with me out of this cursed place. You should know, I wanted to leave you here and let the Sanamiri do with you what they will. Taara sent me back to see if you were dead or alive. To see if you were… yourself again.”

“I am,” he said. “But I don’t know what power it was that made me a danger to my wife, and if it comes over me again, I don’t know how to fight it. You should do exactly as you planned: Take her and leave this place. Leave me.”

Payal nodded. “Yes, I’ll take her back to Abhaya, where she belongs. At least there—”

“No,” Garjan cut her off. He sighed, then said, “There’s something you should see. There’s a letter hidden under the mattress.”

Payal eyed him suspiciously, but nevertheless went to the inner chamber and retrieved Pavan’s letter. She scanned the scroll blankly, then held it out in front of him. “What does it say?”

Garjan read the letter aloud, stopping at Payal’s interjections of “Compel her?” and “Cleanse Nandapore?” and finally, “What weapon?” “I don’t know,” Garjan said. “I have to go back to Nandapore and find out what foul scheme my brother’s embroiled us in. You need to get Taara far away from here, out of the empire altogether if you can, or if not, to its farthest edges. Her father’s people are from the Tiger Islands… she may have kin there yet who can hide her until we know what’s going on.”

“She’ll never agree to go.”

“She will. If you go with her, she will. There’s a good amount of coin in my bag—”

“I already took it,” Payal said, placing a hand on her own travel sack slung over the back of her chair.

“Fine, good. Take it, and take her, and go.”

“Go where?” Taara entered the room, closing the door softly behind her. She had changed into a fresh silk sari, neatly tied, and with jewels set in gold at her neck and wrists, and with silk slippers on her feet, she almost resembled the prim and proper princess he had first met upon arriving in Abhaya. But there was nothing prim or proper about the way her dark eyes bore into him as she skirted the table and took the letter from his hands.

As she read its contents, Garjan said, “Taara, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I would never knowingly do anything to hurt you.” Even as he said the words, he heard his brother’s voice in his head. Gets the blood going when they fight a little, doesn’t it? A sickening suspicion seized on Garjan’s mind—what if this monster he had become had been in him all along, just waiting to be released? What if deep down, Pavan and I are exactly the same? He swallowed the shame and forced himself to go on. “I can’t explain what happened and I have no right to ask for your forgiveness or your trust, and I know I should have shown you the letter sooner. But please, go with Payal now. Get as far away as you can.” Taara let the scroll flutter to the ground, then, slowly, came to kneel in front of him. Tears pricked at his eyes. He had never known self-loathing like what he felt now. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. It wasn’t enough, but he had nothing else to offer.

Taara reached out with one hand and pressed her palm to his bare chest. He gasped, feeling the outline of the lotus painted in henna imprinting on his skin, burning like a brand. He would have screamed, but he could make no sound. He would have twisted away from her touch, but he could not move. Then the vision descended upon him—everything around him engulfed in flames, ash raining down, rivers of molten red swallowing up humans, elves, and animals alike. I’ve seen this before, he thought, remembering the scene he had thought was heat-induced hallucination in the temple of Yusara behind Abhaya Palace. But where that had been a momentary flash of something barely there and then gone, this felt horribly, unmistakably real. The buildings he saw crumbling were the temples, the taverns, the palace he still called home. The people he saw screaming as they burned were his friends. It was Nandapore. It was Roland. It was Bhediya. Bhediya! And there was Pavan, reaching into the red, reaching for tendrils of light. Then, emerging through the smoke, a face Garjan knew from the back of every coin in the empire. But the beast this figure rode was no horse. The enormous black three-headed snake lifted the emperor high above the ruin of Nandapore and he surveyed the carnage below, mouth curving into a satisfied smile. Cracks appeared in his face, thin fissures from forehead to jaw, cheek to chin, and in the space that opened, Garjan saw the face of a god ready to reclaim the world as his own. It will be mine. Or it will be dust.

Taara let her hand fall away. “You see it too.”

Garjan was gulping in mouthfuls of air. He didn’t understand how she was summoning this shared vision, but there was no time to seek those answers now. “I have to go back to Nandapore.”

“We have to go back,” she said. “Whatever this is, whatever they mean to do, they mean to do it in Nandapore first. But—”

“First? What do you mean first?”

Taara didn’t answer, instead turning to take the knife from the table and beginning to cut through Garjan’s makeshift bonds. “If we go, we go together.”

“Taara, no,” Garjan said. “It’s not safe for you there.”

“You can’t save her alone, Garjan,” Taara said quietly. “Whoever she is.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it. What point was there in arguing when she was right? “Her name is Bhediya,” he said, and it felt good to speak her name aloud.

“Bhediya,” Taara repeated, but it was toneless in her voice. After a moment, she added, “I can’t save my mother alone either. Who else could their friend in Abhaya be but Zamu? She must be under his control, and he must be under your brother’s. And your brother…”

“Must be under the emperor’s.” The thought that perhaps Pavan hadn’t chosen the dark future revealed in Garjan and Taara’s shared vision but rather had been compelled to it by greater powers than himself hardly solved their problem, but it was a comfort to Garjan nevertheless. As much as he hated his brother sometimes, Pavan was the only family he had left.

Taara finished cutting Garjan loose. “So, we’re agreed,” she said, looking from Garjan to Payal and back again. “We go to Nandapore. All of us. Today.”

With his hands and legs untied, Garjan was on his feet and retrieving his trousers from where they lay discarded on the other side of the grate. They could move faster without the palanquins, but it would still be three, maybe four days to cross the Noor and get into the city. And that was assuming Payal’s plan to escape the palace worked. And that they could find passage to Nandapore. And that they didn’t get caught in the valley when the monsoons came. There were so many unknowns, but Garjan pushed them aside. All that mattered now was getting back to Bhediya. All that mattered was getting home.

From the outer chamber, he could hear Payal and Taara talking in hushed tones. “Are you sure, Highness? What if…” and then Taara’s reply: “… don’t think he’ll try to hurt me again… we have no choice.” Garjan stood in the arch between the two rooms and looked at the two women—his concubine and his wife, the queen of Abhaya and her lover. They went silent and stared back at him. He bent to pick up the letter on the floor and stuffed it in his bag. “Let’s go,” he said.

Whatever had happened to Garjan in the palace garden with the women of the harem seemed to have the benefit of making all the Sanamiri they passed oddly deferential to him. As the three of them made their way through the palace’s corridors toward the stairs leading to the cellar, some bowed or stood at attention, spear in hand, while others looked right through him, like they saw nothing but shadows on the wall. It almost made him wonder if they might not just let the three of them walk out the main doors. But he couldn’t chance being imprisoned here—not if Bhediya was in danger. Not if Nandapore was at risk.

True to Payal’s memory, when they came to the landing halfway down the cellar stairs, they found a door. Garjan tried it and cursed softly under his breath. “It’s locked,” he said. He tried jamming his shoulder against the solid wood, but it didn’t budge.

“Of course it is,” Payal said. “Move aside, Highness.” Payal pulled a pin from her hair, setting a few gently curling strands free around her face, then set to work picking the lock.

“Do you hear that?” Taara was at the edge of the landing, staring into the dim depths of the cellar below.

“Hear what?” Garjan said absently, watching Payal’s tinkering, listening only for the click of the lock.

Before he quite realized what she was doing, Taara began descending the stairs. “Taara, wait,” he said. At his voice, Payal turned, and the pin fell from her hand. “Shit,” Garjan said, bending to pick it up. He handed it back to Payal. “Try again,” he told her, then turned to follow Taara into the dark.

There was little light at the bottom of the stairs, and Garjan breathed in the damp, musty smell of old stone and the underground. Why in all of Astirakhanda would she go wandering off? Garjan thought, annoyed, waiting for his eyes to adjust as he scanned the space. He could make out the shapes of wine barrels and crates, shelves lined with sacks—likely full of uncooked rice, lentils, beans. On the far wall, where a single torch burned low, a wide, wooden rack caught his attention. Short swords hung from it in neat rows, with dozens of spears piled up beneath. Quivers full of arrows and bolts hung below small bows, and above those, a row of deadly looking crossbows, each scaled to a slightly smaller size than what a man might wield. Garjan lifted one of the swords. It was lightweight and well-made but felt awkward in his hand, not long enough to feel like a proper sword, not short enough to feel like a dagger or a knife. It didn’t seem to be a weapon made for someone Garjan’s size. Then, looking the wall over again, he realized that none of the weapons were made for him; rather, they were perfectly formed for a Sanamiri hand.

Another rack, and another and another, as far down the wall as Garjan could see, held the same stores of weapons, enough to outfit an entire army of elvenkind. But to what end? Even if the elves were preparing an attack, or else preparing to defend against one—neither of which the elvenkind had ever done in any history of Astirakhanda Garjan’s tutors had made him memorize—surely they would choose to fight with sorcery, not swords. He turned the blade in his hand and heard Pavan’s voice in his head, something his brother had told him many years ago. You will know war. He had brushed it aside then, when no war was coming. But now, it made his blood run cold.

The cellar was full of cellar sounds—the creaking of old shelves, the scurrying of mice, the winging of bats—and Garjan had been too caught up in the discovery of a veritable armory hidden away in Samjaya Palace to pay attention to the low hum echoing faintly in the space. But, as it grew louder, he put the sword down and followed the sound, which morphed the closer he drew to it from a hum into a droning chant in a language he did not know. He rounded a corner and almost walked directly into Taara’s back. She stood behind several rows of Sanamiri, in two separate groups, all chanting in their old, mostly dead tongue. The only light, casting the many pale faces in a sickly green glow, was coming from an altar to Ontorom, before which all the elves gathered, bowed low. The sacred white snakes coiled lazily around the god’s arms and neck, underscoring the chanting with a quiet hiss. Their bellies were smeared with red, and Garjan realized the altar’s black stone was dripping with blood. Garjan recoiled, grabbing Taara’s hand and pulling her back around the corner with him. “What are you doing?” he whispered urgently. “We can’t be here. We have to go.”

Taara took her hand back and put a finger to her lips, shaking her head at him. He looked down at her, exasperated, but she neither spoke nor made any move to leave. He thought he saw a tear sliding down one cheek. She touched her forehead to the cool stone of the wall, breathing heavily, and with a jerk of her chin told him clearly, See for yourself.

Staying mostly in shadow, around the corner from the crowd, Garjan moved to watch what was happening. The chanting had quieted to the low hum again, and Garjan watched one Sanamiri hand his spear to the elf next to him in line and step forward. He removed blood-splattered clothes, so that he stood naked before his god. In unison, the elf holding the weapon and the one swaying ever so slightly on his feet said, “For our part in what has come to pass, we must make amends. What has been released, we must return. To go forward, we must go back.”

“For the good of the empire,” one said to the naked other, who was now weeping. His legs gave out beneath him and he would have fallen, but two other Sanamiri stepped forward and held him up.

Finally, he lifted his head and repeated, “For the good of the empire.” The hum and the hiss rose once more into the full chant, and bathed in Ontorom’s light, one Sanamiri drove his spear into the other’s chest. Blood pooled at the elves’ feet as the one impaled was laid down on the stones that formed the altar’s base, spasming and sputtering blood, until at last he lay still, eyes open but sightless in death.

The snakes descended upon him, their fangs puncturing his skin in so many places that Garjan wondered if they wouldn’t devour him completely. But as the chanting grew, so did the light, until it was almost too bright for Garjan to look at. At the last moment, before he had to shield his eyes, he thought he saw the eyes of the god, carved in jade, fly open, and the stone mouth bare its teeth. Human teeth. A human face. Emperor and god made one, just as his vision had shown. Then the green light enveloped them all.

When Garjan looked again, the light had faded to its dim glow and there was once again only the faint hum. It was with growing horror that Garjan watched the slain Sanamiri rise from the altar and join the second group of elves. One of them gave him a fresh black tunic, which he put on woodenly, and then he joined their chorus. His eyes were open but still unseeing, even in life. Or whatever it was that he had received from his god. Garjan thought of the Sanamiri in the palace and shuddered. No sight. Perhaps… no power to cast spells. The emperor’s legions, taking root in its capital, getting ready to spread like rot across the Samjayan Empire. If it was happening here—it could be happening in Nandapore too.

Garjan turned away as the Sanamiri holding the spear handed it off and began to disrobe. He touched Taara’s shoulder lightly, and she flinched away from him. He bent his head close to her ear and said, “We have to go.”

She spun to face him. “Go where? You read your brother’s letter—Ontorom cannot breathe life into them alone. They need Abhaya’s power too. They need the goddess. They need… me.” She nearly choked on the words, backing away from him, struggling to breathe. “All my life, I’ve been waiting for some sign, some blessing, praying for the goddess to make me worthy of my mother’s throne. Now… I think I am granted Her terrible grace, even if only to cut off the hand that would blast the world apart. But I don’t want it, Garjan. Not if it means I must live with a target on my back.”

He saw panic in her face, heard it in her voice. But they couldn’t have this conversation here. They had to move. “I won’t let Pavan hurt you,” Garjan told her, taking her arm, leading her back toward the stairs. “I’ll kill him myself if I have to. I’m sworn to protect you, aren’t I?” At the withering look she gave him, he held up both hands in surrender. “All right, I fucked that up once, but it won’t happen again. Taara, listen to me—I have to go back to Nandapore, but you and Payal, you can go anywhere.”

At the mention of Payal’s name, Taara let out a muffled sob. “They’ll find us,” she said, refusing to go any farther. “They’ll hurt her to make me do what they want. I won’t be able to say no. I won’t be able to stop it. And everything will burn, just as we both saw.”

They stood there, staring at each other helplessly, until Payal’s voice on the cellar stairs made them both turn. “The door’s open,” she said. “Are we leaving or not?”

Garjan tried to think of what he could say to his wife, to reason with her, or plead with her, or make her see sense of any kind. If they didn’t leave now, she was as good as dead. Pavan would know what to do, he thought, against his better self. Pavan would pick her up, throw her over his shoulder, and march her out of here, for her own good. There was no wind in the cellar, but Garjan felt it anyway, against his back, pushing him to do what had to be done. He took a deep breath and felt the ache in his chest, the lingering burn where she had pressed her hand to his skin. He took a step toward her, then went down on one knee, bowing his head. “You are the queen of Abhaya. My queen. And my wife. Speak your command and it will be so done.” He was not his brother. By Her grace.

There was a long pause, then Garjan felt Taara’s hand on his head. “Make a pact with me, prince of Nandapore,” she said. “If this darkness takes me, compels me to play some unwilling part in what they will try to do—my uncle, your brother, the emperor and the god he has bargained with—if you live to see it, find me… and kill me.” Garjan felt a ripple of warmth spread from the place where she touched him throughout his whole body. “And if darkness takes you in its grip again, I will do the same for you.” A blessing of sorts.

“It’s a pact,” he said. A deep calm came over him—a calm he should not have felt while an army of reanimated Sanamiri corpses was multiplying right around the corner and his wife was asking him to end her life, and promising to end his, if it came to that. He looked up at her and smiled. It will not come to that.

Though she didn’t smile back, she did call to Payal, “We’re coming.”

They ran up the cellar stairs, into the tunnel in the wall, onto the deserted terrace, and then toward the back gates. They were stopped by a Sanamiri guard who lowered his spear to block their path. “No one is to leave the palace,” he said.

“By whose order?” Garjan demanded. “I see no emperor here, and I will not be commanded by an elf.”

“No one is to leave the palace,” the guard repeated. “Go back to your rooms and await the emperor’s return.”

For a moment, Garjan considered fighting his way out, but then he saw that the spear in the elf’s hand was tipped with green light and he understood that physical strength would not help him here. It was Payal who intervened, stepping forward with a winning smile. “The king and queen of Abhaya only seek to see more of your great city. Samjaya is such a wonder—I lived here myself for a time. I thought I might be their guide.”

“No one is to leave—” the guard began again, but Payal took a step closer, so that his head was level with her breast.

“Surely you can make an exception,” she said. “Perhaps…” She unhooked her blouse, letting it fall open. “I can offer you something in return?”

The Sanamiri lowered his spear and licked his lips. His other hand went to untie his trousers. “On your knees,” he said. “And only you and him can go. The queen stays here.”

Payal shook her head. “No, that’s not—” But the guard jabbed the blunt end of the spear into her belly so that she doubled over.

“On your knees,” the guard repeated. “Now.”

Garjan caught Payal and pulled her back, but when he faced the elf again, he found the pale face contorted, the spear dropped from a hand rendered immobile by golden light streaming from Taara’s raised palm. The light grew brighter and the elf’s hand began to wither, fingernails peeling off, flesh disintegrating to reveal bone.

Payal put a hand on Taara’s shoulder and the light went out. Taara’s forehead was beaded with sweat, and Garjan could see that she was shaking. But it was she who stepped first over the crumpled body of the unconscious elf and out through the gate as the three of them escaped together into the bustling streets of Samjaya.







CHAPTER 20
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ROLAND

How could I have been so fucking stupid? Roland paced the windowless chamber in which he was locked like an animal in a cage. He had no sense of whether it was night or day. He only knew his head ached fiercely and that he had allowed an old man to trap him in an easy snare—exactly the kind of trickery he so often used on others himself. And the orb was gone.

When he had first woken, he had fumbled blindly in the dark through the satchel left hanging on the bedpost for a match to light the torches in the room. It was only once he had one lit that he realized, in his fumbling, he had not found the orb in his bag. Roland searched through it again, dumped its contents out on the bed, spilling bhang on the silk coverlet. But he only found his sticks of cured meat wrapped in their parchment, his pouch of nuts, his pouch of coin, his smoking supplies, and his wooden wren. He searched the room, looking under the bed and into the corners, as if the orb might have climbed out of his bag and hidden itself. But he already knew. Even before he tried the door and found it locked. He already knew that Zamu had duped him and taken the orb.

“You can keep the bloody thing for all I care,” Roland shouted, not knowing or caring if anyone heard. “You think I asked for it? You think I wanted it? I didn’t ask for any of this.” He banged on the door with the flat of his hand until it hurt. “Are you listening to me, you gold-toothed fuck?” He leaned his forehead against the door and breathed. “I just want to talk to Garj and go the fuck home.”

He still had the dagger he carried at his waist, but the lockpick he produced from within its handle proved useless to open the door. He scoured the room for any other possible means of escape—loose floorboards, a weak spot in the wall; he even briefly considered setting the room itself on fire. But for all he knew, Zamu was long gone with the orb and he would be left to burn alive, along with Yash and Queen Suvarnatara and anyone else Zamu might be holding prisoner in this damned Red Palace.

Think, Roland. He sat on the bed, next to his scattered things, and used his last match to light a bhang roll. If escape was impossible, and rescue was unlikely, and death might very well await at the end of this ill-fated journey, well, there was no sense letting good bhang go to waste. He blew out a last cloud of smoke and stubbed the end of the roll on the coverlet, leaving a satisfying black burn mark on the silk. That was when he heard a distinct thud on the other side of the door, like a body hitting the ground. After a few minutes, he heard the clicking of a key turning in the lock. His muscles tensed and he swept all his possessions back into his bag, which he slung across his body as he moved silently across the room. He stood next to the door, back against the wall, dagger at the ready, and waited. A crack of torchlight appeared from the hallway as the door creaked open.

“Come out, beta.” A woman’s voice. For a moment, Roland thought he had misheard her, that she had called him bhuta, which was exactly what he had been for so long. But when he didn’t move, waiting her out, she said, “We don’t have time for games, beta. The queen needs you.”

Roland felt his breath catch. He was no one’s beta—no one’s son—and hadn’t been for a long time. It was foolish as all fuck, but he was drawn to the word, to the warmth of it, spoken though it was by a stranger. Sheathing his dagger, he stepped into the open doorway and found himself staring at a small, sturdy, white-haired woman with a ring of keys in her hand. On the ground between them, another woman in a tea-stained white tunic lay on her side, as if asleep, a broken cup next to her head. Roland looked up and down the hallway, getting his bearings. “Thanks for the rescue, Aunty-ji. I think I’ll be on my way now.” He gingerly stepped over the body and started down the hall, but her voice stopped him.

“You are a vessel of the goddess.”

It would be so easy to just keep going, down the hallway and out of doors, unseen, like he was so good at doing. It would be easy to disappear into the streets of Abhaya—a ghost could be a ghost anywhere. Or else to board a boat and have nothing but blue Masinian ahead of him for days, weeks, months. He could get lost in the wilds of the Tiger Islands; he could go east to the peninsula of Dragon’s Neck, which curled around the Sea of Smoke, or maybe north to the Minadori Mountains. Astirakhanda was vast, and he had spent enough time looking at Sohail’s maps to be able to see all the different directions in which he could fly. He could go anywhere. So why, instead, did he stay where he was, turning in place to look at the old woman still watching him with skepticism in her gaze? He sighed. “So I’ve heard.”

“That’s what she told me. You are a vessel of the goddess. Why else would I do this?” She gestured at the woman on the ground. “You think I poison people for fun? My duty is to keep those I serve from harm, not harm them myself. And yet, I believe her. Even now… I believe in my queen.”

Poison. Roland eyed his rescuer with new respect. He nodded at the fallen guard. “Is she dead?”

“No,” the woman replied. Then, with less conviction, “No, she’ll wake… I think. And you won’t want to be here when she does. Now come with me.”

She turned briskly, heading in the opposite direction, not checking to see if Roland followed. He could slip away now, be gone, be done with whatever dark magic was at work in Nandapore and maybe here in Abhaya too. But if he did, if he escaped and started over somewhere new, would he always wonder what had happened to his friends? If they had escaped as well? Or if not, if he could have done something to help? If, if, if. He thought again of Akio’s helpless, grief-stricken face caught in the grip of a two-headed snake. He thought of Shamini and Sohail and Faquir. He thought of Garj. He thought of Yash. And against his better judgment, he followed the woman toward the queen’s tower cell.

“What does that even mean, vessel of the goddess?” he asked as they moved quietly through the moonlit women’s quarters and climbed the winding stairs together. “I can’t do anything to help your queen, you know. She needs a doctor, or maybe a priest, or maybe—” They both froze at the sound of a woman’s cry from the room at the top of the stairs, muffled by the heavy door, but distinct in tone. A cry of pain.

When they reached the chamber, they found the woman standing guard with her hands pressed to the door, a worried expression on her face. There was a man’s voice within, and then another cry, sharper now. A plea for help.

“Open the door,” Roland’s rescuer said.

The guard turned, taking in the two figures. “Bala-ji, who is this man?”

“That’s not important,” Bala said. “Open the door.”

The girl hesitated. “Zamu-ji said this is the only way she can be cured, the only way the goddess can do her work.”

“Damn fool girl,” the older woman said. “Does that sound like the work of the goddess to you?”

Roland noticed then that although the guard was a large woman and the scimitar at her waist an imposing weapon indeed, she was likely not much older than Deepa, and the battle playing out on her face between loyalty to Zamu and concern for her queen was not one she knew how to win. In a split-second decision, he moved to stand behind Bala, his knife at her neck. To her credit, she didn’t move a muscle. “You can say you had no choice,” he told the guard, who looked at them both, wide-eyed. He doubted her fancy sword had ever tasted blood. “The door,” he said. “Please.”

It was all the push she needed. She turned and unlocked the door, then stepped aside as Bala rushed past her into the room. “My Nattu-jaan,” she called out. “Where are you? Are you well?” Roland followed her in, then turned back to the guard to tell her to be ready with her weapon, to get help, to find Yash—but she had already closed the door behind him.

A single lamp on the floor provided the only light in the room, casting it in eerie shadows. By night, it felt more cloying still than Roland remembered, and the air in the confined space felt charged with fear. He looked to the corner where the shrine to the goddess had been, but there was still only red sandstone dust smeared across the ground. And the orb, which Zamu held in one hand as he stood from the unmade bed with a heavy sigh. “You know Her Highness is not well, Bala-ji. You do your queen a disservice by interrupting our work like this.” He turned to squint at Roland, who was skirting the room, staying out of the light. “Ah, Roland. Good to see you awake, my friend. I fear the wine went to your head.”

“Friend?” Roland said. “No, I don’t think we are friends. A friend wouldn’t lock me up.”

“That was for your own protection,” Zamu said. “After the things you told me, the things you’ve seen—it only seemed prudent.”

Ignoring him, Roland continued, “A friend wouldn’t go through my things, and take something that belongs to me.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Bala on her hands and knees. She was trying to coax the queen out from under the bed.

“You mean this?” Zamu held up the orb, and instantly, Roland felt the weight of it in his own hand, the same burning he had felt before. Except this time, he understood the feeling. Something in him was connected to that ball of stone. Something in him would rage and burn until he once again had it in his possession, where it ought to be. Where it wanted to be.

“Give it back.”

Zamu chuckled. “You know, I spent so long praying to the goddess. Worshipping Her. Making offerings. Making sacrifices. Begging at Her feet. To pass just a fraction of Her grace into my hands, so that I could use that power to make Abhaya strong. To bring our great city into the new era.” He extended the orb in Roland’s direction. “I’m glad you came, Roland. Without you, I would never have understood.”

“Understood what?”

“All this time, I kept waiting for Her to grant me some boon for my years of service, kept asking over and over again for Her to give me what I have earned with my devotion. But you—you simply came in here and took what you wanted.”

“That’s not—”

“And you were right to do it. The time for waiting is over. Power is changing hands, Roland, don’t you see? In the new era, men of reason, men of wisdom, men like you and me will harness the magic of the world to build great things.” He dropped his voice and leaned into the darkness. “His Eminence has the weapon that will open the world. What do you think he was doing in Nandapore while all eyes were on Abhaya? That’s how the new era begins—with a blast.”

“Another Great Blast,” Roland said, trying to understand. “Why would he do that? Our king might be a half-wit cunt, but I can’t believe he’d see Nandapore destroyed.”

“Out of destruction, a new Nandapore will rise. As will a new Abhaya. A new empire. An unstoppable force with power that will be felt in every corner of Astirakhanda. Be on the right side of the war to come and you may yet find yourself changed from bhuta to raja.”

“Abhaya has never gone to war,” Roland said. “I thought you were too civilized for that kind of violence here.”

“Ah, Roland, there will be no violence done to the good men and women of Abhaya—or those of Nandapore. I have King Pavanathan’s word on that.”

“Then who do you intend to fight this war and rebuild the whole damn world after you blast it apart?”

“There will be legions. But not humankind. Something more… expendable.”

A chill went down Roland’s spine as he remembered the notices in the market, at the Grand Akhada, all over the Old City for months now: Good Coin for Good Corpses. He shook his head. “I don’t give a shit about any of that, old man,” he said. “The emperor can go fuck himself, or better yet, the king and the emperor can go fuck each other. That way, everybody’s happy. Just give me back what’s mine and I’ll be on my way.”

Zamu’s mouth turned down in an expression of disappointment. “You don’t see. How could you?” He made a quick, savage motion with his ivory staff, jabbing it under the bed behind him. Queen Suvarnatara scuttled out with a sound that was half whimper, half high-pitched giggle. Roland drew in a sharp breath at the sight of her, and heard Bala do the same. Even in the dim lamplight, they could see one eye was swollen shut, and she was bleeding from a long, thin cut across her cheek. Where her palms touched the ground, she left bloody prints, and Roland realized, with horror, that her fingertips were flayed open.

“What have you done to her?” Bala cried.

“What I should have done from the beginning,” Zamu replied. Then, turning to Roland, he said, “What you inspired me to do.” Roland’s fist tightened around the hilt of his dagger as the burning sensation intensified. “There must always be a queen in Abhaya, a living vessel of the goddess. So says the Book of Yusara, isn’t it so? How else has She protected Abhaya for so long even while She sleeps under your city, guarding the magic that should by rights belong to men?” He didn’t wait for anyone to answer, only continued, “But no one sleeps through a blast, not even a goddess. All we need is a conduit, a way to connect to that power once it’s exposed, to direct it, to use it for progress. The princess is weak, always has been. His Highness and His Eminence can fight over the girl like dogs.” He pointed his staff at the queen. “She is the true vessel. All I am asking of my dear sister is that she be what she is. Just as the emperor is using the Sanamiri as a conduit for the power of their god. You saw it yourself, Roland, what is possible when divine and elemental forces collide.”

Roland thought of the potion seller in the market, of the terror in her newly transformed snake eyes before a Sanamiri had sliced off her head. “What I saw was unnatural. Unholy. The emperor has been feeding you lies, friend.”

Zamu scoffed. “Rich, coming from you, Bhuta. A professional liar. A common thief. How predictable of you to think you could walk into my city, my house, and steal from under my nose. You took the orb by destroying the shrine—that was clever, I’ll give you that. Now I will summon the goddess by destroying the queen. Piece by piece, if I have to.” He moved, unexpectedly quickly, in two strides toward the door, where Bala had been inching the wounded queen toward escape. He banged his staff on the ground and a small silver hook sprang from its head. He swung it in Suvarnatara’s direction, catching the hook in her snarled hair, and pulled so that she half stumbled, half fell back toward him. He lifted her to her feet by the hook, her neck straining, her face contorted in pain. “It didn’t have to be like this, sister,” he said to her, almost gently. “If you had called on the goddess to come forth, to take her place at Ontorom’s side where she belongs as the emperor asked you to do, think of the queen you might have been then. With their powers combined, and the elemental magic we will extract from the heart of Astirakhanda—we can do anything. We can create life. Become gods ourselves.” He twisted the hook from her hair and lowered it so that its sharp point pressed to the corner of her eye. He held up the orb in his other hand and said, “I hoped the curse of madness would be enough to persuade you to call her forth to cure yourself. You could have done so at any time. You still can. Instead, you choose to stay locked in my curse—not an easy one to cast, I might add. It’s exhausting for us both to keep you like this. But I have waited long enough, and I don’t need your body anymore, now that our friend from Nandapore has given me this. Release her power into the orb.” He pressed harder with the hook and a drop of blood appeared, trickling from her eye, down her cheek. “Do it now, little sister, or I will scrape out your eyes, one by one. Then cut out your tongue. Then take each finger, each toe. Take the skin from the soles of your feet. How much suffering will it take to compel your goddess to save you?”

Suvarnatara reached up and held Zamu’s face between her bloodied hands. “She sees you,” she hissed. “And you are unworthy of Her grace.” Then her face cracked into a grin and she said, “As am I.” She spun away from Zamu and, doing a strange kind of dance, made her way to the window and extended her arm through its bars. “The wind is howling tonight, can you feel it?” She turned her eyes heavenward and whispered, “But the stars are bright and the sword is near. And the wolf… the wolf is awake.” She turned to face Roland, spoke directly to him in a voice suddenly so clear, and so sad. “Bring them together. Make of the wind a stone and the world will sleep in peace. If what dwells in the darkness of Nandapore’s heart is kissed by crimson ash, the war begins.”

“Enough,” Zamu said, advancing on the queen, staff swinging toward her, its bloodstained hook glinting in the lamplight.

Her arm shot up, gripping the ivory, catching her brother by surprise. She did this without taking her eyes off Roland, and there was something of joy and something of anguish in her voice when she said to him, “If you see my star, tell her I love her.”

Roland realized too late what she meant to do. “Don’t!” he cried, but she had already wrenched the hook across her own throat. She sank to the ground, her sari pooling around her, blood rushing out in thick rivulets that stained the red silk black.

With a sound that was something between a snarl and a sob, Zamu leapt forward, letting the staff drop, pressing his free hand to the gash at the queen’s neck, as if he could stop the blood from flowing. As if she weren’t already dead. In that moment, Roland kicked the lamp over, snuffing the flame and plunging the room into darkness, save for the faint glow of the orb. He snatched it from Zamu’s hand and held on to it, even as a fist caught him across the jaw, a ruby cutting into his skin as it made contact. He rolled on instinct, narrowly avoiding a second punch. When he got to his feet, he had the orb in his bag and the staff in his hands, and he swung it blindly and hard, and heard a crunch when it made contact with Zamu’s knee.

“Why are you fighting me, Roland?” Zamu asked, struggling to stand, slipping in blood, his shattered knee useless to support him. “We’re on the same side.”

Roland backed away, pulling a keening Bala with him. He tried the door and found it open, the key still in the lock, the guard nowhere to be seen. “Ghosts don’t choose sides,” he said. In the shaft of light from the torch that lit the alcove at the top of the tower stairs, Roland saw a broken man, steeped in blood and treachery and wasted dreams. “You’re on your own.” He closed and locked the door, trapping Zamu in the prison cell he had devised for the queen, with only her dead body for cold company.

When Roland and Bala emerged into the courtyard of the Red Palace, there in front of the shrine to the goddess was the broken-down wagon on which Roland and Yash had arrived, and Yash himself, absently stroking the horse’s mane and whistling a quiet tune. Seeing them approach, Yash smiled. “There you are,” he said. “A guard woke me and—” He stopped short and his smile faded at the glow from the goddess’s crown of flames illuminating their bloody clothes, the staff in Roland’s hand, and the cut on his face. “What happened?”

Roland didn’t answer, only wrapped his arms around Yash and held him tight. With a hand on the back of his neck, Roland found his mouth and kissed him, a rough and ragged kind of kiss that made him feel more solid with every passing second. There could be no more floating through the world unseen, unattached. He was connected to it now and had reason to see it kept whole. He turned to Bala and asked, “What will you do? Will you stay here? Will you be safe?”

Bala was looking up at the goddess. “The goddess will provide,” she murmured. She wiped her wet face, then took the staff he still carried and folded the hook back down so that it was once again just a walking stick, no longer the weapon that had taken a queen’s life. “I will stay.” She glanced up, toward the tower window. “And I will see justice done.” Bala put a hand to Roland’s cheek and said, “There must always be a queen in Abhaya. Go now, beta. Find her and bring her home.”

Roland resisted throwing his arms around her too, instead nodding seriously, like he knew exactly what to do, like he had any fucking clue where to even start. He climbed into the wagon and Bala lowered the bridge, and he and Yash crossed the moat into Abhaya’s dark and quiet streets. “The sun will be up soon,” Yash said from the saddle. “Where do you want to go?”

Roland pulled the orb from his bag and watched it pulse with light. It was still weightless in his hand, the way his hand itself was not a weight to be carried, but a part of him. A part of him all along. A vessel of the goddess. He poked his head out of the poorly patched tarp covering the wagon, looking for the stars that Suvarnatara must have seen, but the sky above Abhaya was starless, a vast blank slate. “Where do you want to go?” he asked in return.

After a pause, Yash said, “Have you ever thought about going north, to Theoland? Back to where you were born, where your people are?”

In Roland’s hand, the orb dimmed. He held it up, peered into its murky glow. “All right,” he said softly. “Not Theoland, then.” He turned it slowly. East, to Dragon’s Neck? It flickered and dimmed a little more. North, to the mountains? Its light shrank further, and Roland sighed. He already knew where it wanted to go. “I think your mistress must be missing you, all alone in that big house of hers.”

“Her wall’s gone to shit by now, no doubt,” Yash replied. “Thieves probably made off with half the bricks. I’ll be lucky if I still have a job at all.”

“There’s always the fighting pits.”

Yash laughed. “That’s true, Wren,” he said. “There’s always the fighting pits.”

Roland tucked the orb into his satchel and lay back in the wagon. “Roland,” he said.

“What?”

“My brother used to call me Wren, but my name is Roland. Wake me when it’s my turn to drive.” He closed his eyes and slept. He didn’t have to look in his bag to know that the orb again pulsed with bright white light, its eye a radiant star, its sight set on Nandapore.







CHAPTER 21
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TAARA

Samjaya was like nothing Taara had ever seen before. It was a city arranged in concentric circles, or so Garjan told her as he and she and Payal weaved through the chaos of the midday streets, but she had no sense of its shape or scale. All she knew, from the moment they slipped out of the gate surrounding Samjaya Palace, was that she was immediately overwhelmed by all manner of people, of animals, of carts and rickshaws, and elvenkind, and children, and everyone seemed to be in a great hurry to get wherever they were going. It was all she could do to hold tight to Garjan’s hand as he pulled her along, both of them following Payal, who seemed to be the only one who knew where she was going.

“Oi, Rani-ji, maru!” someone screamed, and Garjan pulled Taara aside just in time to avoid the oncoming rickshaw and its bearded driver, who turned to glare at her before speeding away on foot. She didn’t understand the word—but the meaning was clear. Move.

As far as Taara could see, there was no right or wrong way to go, no safe side of the street, no clear way to keep going, and certainly no good way to stop. She turned, and someone blew rank bhang smoke directly into her face, causing her to erupt into coughing. As she was bent over, she felt something tugging at the end of her sari. When she turned to look, she saw a small boy staring up at her with pleading eyes. He was dressed in the dirty rags of a once-white tunic, his face smeared with what might have been mud, or grease. Taara glanced around for any sign of a mother, someone to return the child to, but he seemed to be on his own. “Are you lost?” she asked him, hoping he understood the common tongue. “Are you hurt?”

He pressed his little face into her silk pleats and whimpered, “Hungry.”

Taara felt Garjan’s hand close around her wrist, pulling her away. “Wait,” she cried. “There’s a boy, he needs help.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Garjan said. “We have to keep moving.”

“But…” Taara looked back, trying to find the boy in the shifting crowd, but he was gone. Just then, a low rumble of thunder rolled across the sky, still distant, but reminding Taara that time was not on their side. “Garjan,” she said as they both sidestepped a small herd of goats. “How are we going to get across the valley?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet,” he said, slapping away a small hand that was trying to slip off one of Taara’s gold bracelets. Looking around, Taara again caught sight of the little boy, no longer alone, but with several other children, all of them dirty and thin, all of them fixing Taara with hard, hungry stares. The boy pointed at her and the children moved together to circle Taara and Garjan. Taara was no longer sure if it was the boy who was in need of help or if it was her. “We’re attracting a little too much attention here,” Garjan called, and through the crowd, Payal appeared, hands on her hips, whipping the loose tendrils of her braid back with an impatient hand.

She took quick stock of the urchins surrounding them. Then Taara gasped as Payal reached out and grabbed one of them by the ear, twisting it until he yelped. “Get lost, you filthy little mongrel—and take your pack of mutts with you.” She shoved him into the dirt and he bared his teeth at her, as if he were actually a wounded dog, and for a moment Taara felt such pity for all these helpless children that she almost took off her own bracelets to hand over. The small boy who had first approached Taara helped his friend off the ground, but as Taara bent down to speak to him again, he turned and spat in her face, before all the children ran off together. She stood slowly, reeling with shock and disgust. Then Payal was wiping her face and cupping her cheek. “Are you all right, Highness?” she asked.

Taara took a deep breath, forcing down the smoke and dust and stench she’d inhaled. In another life, she would have run back to the palace, back to the palanquin, back to the comfort of her servants and the safety of her mother’s command. Her mother would know what to do. But that life was over, and the only rani to be found here was Taara herself. “I’m fine,” she said.

Ahead of them, a cow lay down in the street and there was a pause in the flow of movement as people filed around it or simply waited for it to move. A Norvardarian in the back of a stopped cart with a monkey perched on his shoulder looked down at Taara and Payal and whistled appreciatively. “You selling her to the palace?” he asked Payal. “The silk’s a nice touch, especially since she’s not much to look at otherwise.” The monkey chittered and the elf nodded, grinning. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter what kind of finery she arrives in, does it? The emperor only gives a fuck about what’s underneath.” The cart jolted forward as the cow lumbered off the road. “Good luck,” the elf called. “Maybe she’ll be the one he’s looking for.”

A dread not yet realized laced itself through Taara’s veins. “What happened to the empress of Samjaya?” Taara asked, Payal in front of her, Garjan behind. “The emperor had a wife once, did he not? What happened to her?”

“She died,” Garjan said.

“She disappeared,” Payal said at the same time, her voice overlapping with his.

“No one knows for sure what happened,” Garjan said. “And right now, we have bigger problems to worry about than the whereabouts of a lost queen.”

Payal was looking Taara up and down. “You could pass for one though.”

“A queen?” Taara asked.

Payal nodded. “Or… a bride.” She grabbed Taara’s hand and pulled her off the main road and into swinging doors that opened into a large room full of long tables, men shouting, a woman singing, and the mingling smells of wine and bhang heavy in the air.

Taara was keenly aware of the curious stares they drew as they walked in, even as Garjan asked, “What are we doing here? A tavern is hardly an appropriate place for the queen of Abhaya.”

“Then maybe she’s not the queen of Abhaya,” Payal said. “Maybe she’s just your wife.” Hoisting herself onto a table, Payal held up her hands to get the room’s attention. “My friends!” she called. “My”—she glanced down at Taara—“sister was married today. To this most excellent son of Nandapore.” She swept her arm dramatically in Garjan’s direction, and he put an awkward arm around Taara’s shoulders. “A pitcher of wine for every table that would celebrate with us. Compliments of my most generous brother-in-law.” Payal held up the weighty coin purse she had stolen from Garjan at Samjaya Palace and a cheer went up from the crowd. She tossed it to one of the women serving wine, then took a seat on the bench across from Garjan and Taara. Fresh bottles were opened and served, and a man struck up a lively tune in chorus with the woman whose song Payal had interrupted.

Meeting blank stares from Taara and Garjan, Payal folded her arms and asked, “Am I the only one who heard the thunder? No one in their right mind is crossing the valley now, not with the monsoon practically on top of us. You ready to try to make that trip without a guide?” She looked from Garjan to Taara, and when neither of them answered, she nodded. “That’s what I thought. So, we need to make some friends. Fast.” A bottle of wine and three cups appeared on the table between them. Payal poured, and the men at the next table raised their cups in a gesture of thanks. Payal raised her cup in return and, flashing them a brilliant smile, said, “To love.” She clinked her cup with Garjan’s and Taara’s and downed the wine, immediately pouring herself another.

Garjan shook his head. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he told her, but Taara could hear the hint of admiration in his voice; could see the smile tugging at his mouth as he sat back in his chair, long legs crossed, sipping from his cup. She felt a pang of envy toward him and Payal both—for their ease in the world, their confidence, their beauty.

Payal shrugged in response. “Do you always know what you’re doing?” She leaned in, bringing her wine-wet lips dangerously close to Taara’s. “What a boring way to live.”

Taara’s heartbeat quickened, a flush of warmth heating her skin. It wasn’t just the life she used to know that was disappearing. It was the girl she used to be. And even though that thought frightened her, she found she was ever more eager to discover what kind of woman might emerge in that girl’s place. She picked up the cup in front of her and lifted it to her lips. “To love,” she repeated. And then, she drank.

The wine was sour on her tongue and burned going down her throat. But she took another sip, and another, until her mouth was singing with the flavor of it and the burn became a pleasant tingling heat in her belly. Garjan watched her, his expression amused. “Forgive me, Queen Taaratajini,” he said, “but what happened to wine dulls the senses and muddies the mind?” He was imitating her, poking gentle fun, but she didn’t care.

“The more I see of the world, my king,” Taara replied, “the more I think dulled senses might not be so bad.” She reached for the near-empty wine bottle and refilled her own cup. Only a week ago, she would never have done so, would have waited to be served, for someone to ask of her what she wanted, or else to already know—or presume to know—so that the princess never had to know for herself. Now Taara saw that there was power in knowing her own wants, and in waiting for no one else to see them satisfied.

Payal drained the last of the wine directly from the bottle, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “All right,” she said, looking around the room. “Let’s hope someone here is drunk enough to make a bad decision.” She kicked Garjan’s foot. “Go put that handsome face of yours to good use and charm us into a wagon.”

Garjan stood, running a hand through his hair. “Wish me luck,” he said, but as he sauntered away from the table, already shaking hands and smiling at strangers, Taara doubted he needed it.

Payal also stood, eyes on the pair of bards at the front of the tavern. “Where are you going?” Taara asked, taking her hand.

“To do what I do best,” she replied. Seeing Taara’s furrowed brow, she added, “Don’t worry. You just sit here and look like a nervous new bride… not like an incarnation of a goddess who can knock out men and elves alike with the palm of her hand.” She gave Taara a wink and pressed a quick kiss to the lotus decorating her palm. Then she was making her way to the front of the room, her laugh infectious, even from where Taara sat. Taara watched as one of the singers produced a lute and she heard the faint strums of a familiar tune starting up.

Taara glanced around self-consciously. She was the only woman sitting alone, the only one dressed in heavy silk and dripping with gold. “Look nervous,” she muttered. “Shouldn’t be hard.” Then Payal’s voice cut through the din of the tavern, and everything else faded away.

I am the sky and you are the sun.

I am the bell and you are the chime.

I am the bird and you are the song.

Stay and I will sing for you.

Payal caught Taara’s eye as she sang, and Taara knew this song that she had heard first in a dream, then in a valley, now in a tavern, was meant only for her. Taara felt breathless watching Payal sing, listening to her, drinking her in; an experience more intoxicating than any wine she would ever taste. She was so enraptured by Payal’s performance, and by the memories it conjured of her body and the pleasure in her touch, that Taara very nearly missed the last lines of the song. But as Payal repeated them again, to uproarious applause and generous coin tossed at her feet, Taara caught the words: Only one, only one, only one will sing for you. Listen not with your ears but with your heart, and the song will set you free. A flash of her mother locked in a sandstone tower and a riddle sung in a tuneless drone. Taara’s eyes filled with tears for the mother she knew she might never see again. “How did you know?” she whispered. And even though there was no answer, Taara felt sure in her heart, in her bones, in the lotus in the palm of her hand, that Queen Suvarnatara had blessed her daughter on her wedding day, that beyond the reach of madness, her love for Taara remained.

Her song finished, Payal returned and sat down next to Taara. She unknotted the end of her sari and spilled several silver and bronze coins, and a few gold ones as well, onto the table. “Not bad,” she said, nudging Taara’s hip lightly with hers.

But Taara wasn’t looking at the coin. She was looking at Payal. You were right, Mother. She has set me free. “Not bad at all,” she said. Now I must do the same for you. Heedless of the crowd, she leaned in and caught Payal’s mouth in a kiss.

Payal responded by shifting closer to Taara, as if she would whisper in her ear, but instead ran the tip of her tongue along Taara’s sensitive earlobe, biting it gently. “There’s enough coin here for a room,” she whispered. “And unless we get behind closed doors soon, we’re going to have to charge these people for the show they’re about to get when I fuck you right here on this table.” Taara made a small, helpless sound in response, turning to stare at Payal, lips parted, the desire a hot, magnetic force between them.

“Well, there’s good news and… less good news.” Garjan sat down across from Taara and Payal, interrupting the moment. “The good news is I found us a driver. He says he can make it across the Noor in four days with two horses and a wagon. And he’s ready to leave tonight.”

“Tonight!” Payal repeated. “That is good news…” She looked at Taara. “Isn’t it?”

Taara watched Garjan’s face. He was drumming his knuckles on the table, not meeting her eyes. Among the three of them, now he seemed to be the nervous one. “What’s the bad news?”

“I did my best to persuade him,” Garjan said. “I offered coin, gold from the palace stores, a night at the House of Moonlight, but he refused. He would only name one price…” Garjan’s gaze shifted to Payal, and Taara felt a knot forming in her stomach. “And he named you.”

Taara gripped Payal’s hand. “No,” she said. “It’s out of the question.” She looked from Garjan to Payal, trying to understand the unspoken conversation they seemed to be having, cursing again her ignorance of the world.

“Who is it?” Payal asked.

Garjan turned his head and nodded toward the corner of the tavern, a table in shadow, apart from the rest. A large man sat alone at the table, hunched over, the hood of his cloak covering his face. As if aware of their scrutiny, he sat up straight and, after a pause, removed the hood. Taara’s eyes widened. The man was humankind, not elvenkind—his size made that clear—but half his face told a different story. It was the deathly white that could only come from Sanamiri blood. Sleek black hair fell across one side of his face, just brushing the top of one broad shoulder. But the other half of his face was neither humankind nor elvenkind. It was not any kind of face Taara had ever seen. Where there should have been skin, the man had scales, green and shining. He folded his hands on the table, watching them, and Taara saw that like his face, one hand was pale, the other green and scaly.

“What is that… that thing?” Taara asked, turning away, Payal’s hand still tightly clenched in hers.

“Half-elf,” Garjan said. “And cursed by his own kind because of it.” He shook his head. “The Sanamiri don’t approve of mixed bloodlines. They mark children born of impure unions with the snakeskin curse, as a reminder not to stray from Ontorom’s grace.” Garjan held up his hands, as if he could push the story away. “His words, not mine.”

“What do you think they did to his mother?” Payal asked. “What was her reminder, I wonder?” Before Taara had time to say anything else, Payal had pulled her hand away and was beckoning the hideous stranger over to their table.

“Payal, no,” Taara hissed, but then she was shrinking back as the man approached, looming over them, his features a disconcerting mix of human and elf and animal all forced together in one face. Fury surged through Taara’s body as the word for what this man was echoed in her mind. Abomination. How dare he presume that she would allow him to defile the woman she loved? She imagined lifting her hand, feeling the light gather in the lotus and shooting forward, scales dissolving, strange eyes forever closed. There would be consequences, certainly, for committing such an act with so many watching. Yet, if she was truly an incarnation of the goddess, as Payal had said, what consequences could anyone in this tavern impose? Taara’s eyes swept the room. She could kill everyone in it if she needed to. Or wanted to.

Another moment and she might have done it, but Payal’s voice broke through her spiraling thoughts. “What’s your name?” Payal asked.

“I am called Saanp-Aadmee,” he said, his voice raspy and rough. Only half his mouth moved when he spoke. The human half.

“Well, snake-man,” Payal said, translating the name he had offered in Sanamiri into the common tongue. “What are your terms?” If she shared Taara’s revulsion for the creature, she didn’t show it.

“You,” he said. “Now. Here.” His human eye went to the stairs on the other side of the tavern. His other eye was a black bead ringed in silver that seemed to move independently from the rest of his face. “In return, I’ll get him and you and your… sister to Nandapore. Rain or not.”

Taara forced herself to look up, into the snake-man’s face. “My sister is not for sale,” she said. Give me a reason, she thought. Give me a reason to strike.

Payal stood slowly. “Come now, sister. No need to speak so harshly. Or do anything you might later regret.” Her tone was pleasant, but her meaning clear. Don’t. “What our Samjayan friend here is proposing is an exchange of services.” She offered him her hand. “A fair trade.” Even though it was Payal’s hand he enclosed in a fist of scales, it was Taara who flinched. Payal turned, allowing him to lead her away from the table. As she passed Garjan, she put a hand on his shoulder and said, “You’ll be here? In case… the trade turns less than fair.”

“I’ll be here,” Garjan said—the only helpful thing he had said all along—and then turned to wave down the serving woman for another bottle of wine, so that it was only Taara who watched a monster lead her love up the stairs and out of sight.

The sunset that evening painted the white walls of Samjaya in an orange haze, and Taara was glad for every inch of distance between their wagon and the city they were leaving behind. They rode westward, bumping along the dusty, well-traveled road, heading back toward the Noor Valley. She should have been going home, to Abhaya, but instead she was going to Nandapore, to face an angry king, or perhaps a vengeful god. She closed her eyes and saw again the vision of Nandapore burning, Astirakhanda itself split open to the core, its magic channeled into the hands of men who would only use it to wage endless war.

“Highness, some water?”

Taara opened her eyes and looked at the woman sitting cross-legged on the cushion across from her. She took the jug Payal offered and drank, but said nothing. When Payal and the snake-man had reappeared in the tavern some two hours after heading to his room together, Taara had been unable to speak to her, had found she could not wrap her in an embrace, could not kiss her and touch her face and ask What did he do to you? She didn’t want to know. And the fact that Payal seemed completely fine made Taara feel somehow worse, instead of better. Payal was her perfect song, her dream come true. It made Taara feel sick to think of her body tarnished by the beast now driving their wagon into the nightfall.

The wagon that the snake-man had procured was more modest transport by far than the royal palanquin in which Taara had arrived, but it was comfortable enough, lined with worn, soft cushions and covered with heavy tarp. When Garjan had helped her into the wagon, he had held her hand a moment longer than necessary, tracing his thumb over the lines of the lotus on her palm. Hesitantly, he had touched her palm to his chest where his tunic fell open, visibly holding his breath, as if waiting for it to burn him again. When nothing happened, he had smiled, somewhat sheepish, and kissed the back of her hand in a gesture so gentle, Taara was reminded of their first night together. He had done the same thing then, and it made her remember that despite all that had happened between them, and all that lay ahead, she had married a man who wanted to be her friend.

She lay stiffly next to Payal in the wagon as they traveled through the night, moving away when Payal tried to touch her, imagining she could smell the snake-man’s swampy scent on her skin. Taara slept fitfully, when she slept at all, visions of Nandapore burning plaguing her dreams. She prayed for guidance from the goddess, but there was no answer. The power she contained would have to be answer enough.

When she stumbled out of the wagon into the daylight and the lushness of the valley, she and Payal went to the river together, but when Payal reached for her again, naked and shivering and seeking her warmth, Taara turned away. If the rebuff hurt Payal’s feelings, she hid the hurt well, chattering away, trying to tempt Taara into a kiss, or if not, at least a smile. It didn’t work, and even Taara herself couldn’t say exactly why what had happened at the tavern had driven such a wedge between them.

When they returned to the wagon, they found the snake-man roasting a rabbit on a makeshift spit. Payal was delighted at the prospect of fresh meat and sat down across from him, as if they were old friends. Taara watched from a distance, catching snippets of their conversation. “A whore turned wrestler?” Payal was saying between mouthfuls of food. “What a story!” Taara huffed and climbed into the wagon. It had been foolish to think Payal’s stories and songs were for her alone. Stupid, Taara thought. So stupid to imagine something between us that was never there.

They continued through the valley for another day and another night, the silence a heavy thing between them, until finally, on the evening of the third day, Payal poked her head into the wagon. In one hand, she waved the cooked leg of some poor small animal. Taara wondered if the snake-man had squeezed the thing to death or killed it with his fangs. “Highness, come and eat,” Payal said. “You can’t survive on dried fruit and nuts all the way to Nandapore.”

“I’m not hungry,” Taara said, knowing very well that she sounded like a petulant child.

Payal tilted her head, and her expression became suggestive. “Then perhaps you’re hungry for… something else?” Taara said nothing, not trusting her voice, not knowing what to say. Then Payal was climbing into the wagon with her, the food discarded, all trace of teasing gone. “Have I done something wrong?” she asked. “Is there something you want of me that I have not done? I told you, I’m a bad servant, but all you have to do is ask.”

“Aren’t you ashamed?” The words were out of Taara’s mouth before she knew she was saying them.

“Ashamed?” Payal repeated. “Ashamed of what?”

“To sell your body to strangers? To barter with it like it means nothing at all.”

Payal sat back on her heels, watching Taara’s face in the lengthening shadows of dusk. “Haven’t I also sold my body to you?” she asked. “I came to you as part of a harem, after all. Should I feel ashamed of that as well?”

Taara suppressed a sob at that. “Is that all I am to you—a job you’ve been paid to do? Well, I may not be much to look at,” she said, echoing the words she had heard spoken of her in Samjaya’s horrible streets, “but at least I’m not an abomination.”

“Takashi is not an abomination.”

“Who?”

“Our driver. Who I fucked so you could get to Nandapore to do whatever it is you plan to do there. Shockingly, his name isn’t actually Saanp-Aadmee. It’s Takashi. Which you would know if you had spent even a minute talking to him.”

“I don’t want to talk to him,” Taara said. “And I don’t want you to talk to him. And I don’t want you to touch him or to touch anyone else who isn’t me, ever again.” The outburst left Taara immediately embarrassed, and she buried her head in her hands, waiting for Payal to respond, but it was her husband who spoke next.

Garjan’s silhouette appeared on the other side of the tarp, illuminated by the torch he held up. “It’s getting dark,” he called. “Takashi says we can continue through the night, says he’s done it before. I can ride with him for a few hours, but I’ll need to rest before morning. We can stop then, or one of you can take my place.”

“All right, wake me when you need me,” Payal answered, and within a few minutes, the wagon was moving again and Taara and Payal faced each other in darkness. This time, when Payal reached for her, Taara didn’t pull away. She let herself be kissed, be laid down across the cushions and undressed. “So that’s why…” Payal murmured, her mouth charting a deliberate path down Taara’s body as she shed her own clothes. “Ever since we left the tavern, I thought you were angry with me, but you’re not angry, are you, my queen?” She laughed softly. “You’re jealous.”

Taara was about to refute that claim, but Payal was parting her legs, humming as she worked Taara to wetness with an insistent tongue, then to writhing and clenching at the cushions into which she muffled her cries as her pleasure crested, leaving her spent. Spooned against her, with Payal’s fingers combing gently through her curls, Taara mumbled, “I wish you could have seen me before I had to cut my hair. My Dooseri-Ma used to dip her fingers in jasmine oil and then comb it through, just like this. I think… I think my hair might have been the most beautiful thing about me.”

“Why did you cut it?” Payal asked.

“A sacrifice of beauty for power that all queens of Abhaya must make when they take the throne—that’s what the Book of Yusara says we must do.”

Payal snorted. “And who do you imagine wrote the book?”

“The… Sages?”

“Who were…?”

“Wise?”

“Men. And if you ask me, the men of that era, much like the men of this one, were full of horse shit.” Taara looked over her shoulder to find Payal’s face lit in an errant shaft of moonlight. Before she could say anything in reply, Payal rushed on, “Forgive me for saying so, Highness, but it’s all horse shit.” Her voice was soft, her eyes bright and serious when she said, “You are not what I expected to find when I accepted this job. My father… the way that he is, the life that we led… At most, I could only ever hope to share an hour or two of pleasure with those who found their way to my bed, maybe a whole night, a few stolen days. What would have been the point in falling in love with anyone?” She took a deep breath, and Taara turned fully in her arms, sensing that what she was about to say was something important. “Highness… Taara… we haven’t known each other long and it might be foolish for someone like me to say this to someone like you, but I love you. I think I was meant to find you. And it’s true, sometimes I fuck for pleasure and sometimes I fuck for coin, and sometimes those are the same thing, but with you… I have always only done what my heart and my body told me to do. I cannot promise to belong to you and you alone forever. That’s not who I am. But I can promise that even though I may choose to share my body with others, I will always choose to share my heart with you, only you. If you’ll have it, that is?”

Taara wrapped her arms around Payal’s neck and kissed her, which was the only answer she knew how to give to a question such as that. With one hand still on the back of her neck, Taara let her other hand slide down between their bodies, seeking to return the pleasure Payal had so generously summoned for her. In all the time they had spent together, Taara had not yet trusted herself to know how to bring Payal release, not yet tried, or perhaps not yet been sure Payal wanted her to try. Now she traced the shape of Payal’s sex with curious fingers, delighting in the effect of each new stroke that made Payal gasp and tense and go slick at her touch, an entirely new kind of power in the palm of her hand. Eventually, Payal took her wrist and guided her exploration, whispering, “Yes, there, more, don’t stop, please don’t stop.” She came with a cry left unmuffled, most certainly heard by Garjan and Takashi both. Bringing Taara’s wet fingers to her lips, she said, “Listen to me, Queen Taaratajini—you have always been beautiful and powerful, before you made a sacrifice of your hair and now, and there is no bargain you can ever make to rid yourself of either.” As she spoke, she delicately licked each one of Taara’s fingers clean. “Never let anyone convince you otherwise.”

They slept for a time, and when Taara woke, from a dream of blood and snakes and fire, she woke resolved. She shook Payal gently. “Are you awake?”

“I’m awake,” Payal said, stretching, brushing a thumb over one of Taara’s dark nipples as she did. The moon was still high, the wagon still moving. She blinked at Taara sleepily. “What is it?”

Taara took a breath, repeating Payal’s words again in her head. I love you. It was enough. And if she died trying to save a city she had never seen, at least she would not leave Abhaya without an heir. That was one duty she could still fulfill, in a way. She took Payal’s hands in hers and said, “There’s something I need you to do.”







CHAPTER 22
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BHEDIYA

Days passed and Bhediya wandered the halls of the Mahada Temple, nursing her grief and stoking the flame of her vengeance in silence. She wore no jewels, added no color to her lips or cheeks, wound no flowers in her hair. In the shapeless blue robes that all disciples of Mahada wore, she blended in among them and they accepted her presence, as if she had always called the temple home. To anyone observing, it might have appeared that Bhediya had become devout; she was often seen standing before one shrine or another, her mouth moving in what could have been prayer. But Bhediya wasn’t praying to Lord Mahada. She was invoking Goddess Yusara, who was both Lover and Warrior, at once Mother and Sage. “Goddess,” she whispered, “if you can hear me, if you were once real, as the elf told me was true, make yourself known to me now. I ask for your guidance, your wisdom, your strength. Give me a way to get to the king.”

And then one night, from her perch on the courtyard swing, Bhediya watched a palanquin arrive on the other side of the temple’s moat. A slight figure wrapped in a hooded cloak descended, flanked by footmen, who deftly assembled a sort of chair on stilts in which the figure sat while they carried the chair across the moat. Bhediya extinguished the flame in her hand and crossed the courtyard, crouching behind the massive statue of Lord Mahada, where she could better hear what the priestess who came to the gate was saying.

“Did anyone see you?”

“No.” A woman’s voice. “But I don’t have much time. The king has eyes everywhere.”

“A fact of which we are all aware, and why it grows ever more dangerous for you to come here. This is the third time. There are… limits to Mahada’s grace. What of the tea—”

“Do you think I have leave to make my own tea?” The woman’s voice was harsh, desperate and strained, even as she tried to keep it soft. “Will you do it or not?”

“You know we do not turn anyone away,” the priestess said. “Come, my queen. We will prepare a pool for you.”

Bhediya gasped, shrinking farther into the shadows behind the statue as the priestess and the queen passed by, walking together toward the temple doors. Queen Kumari. Here. Now. It was the sign Bhediya had been waiting for. She remembered what Chitra had said: When the queen comes to you, do not turn away. Extend your hand to her, for you are two parts of a whole. It is only together that you will make dust of the wind.

Bhediya followed them into the temple and, concealing herself in alcoves and behind pillars, watched them go into the room where Chitra had died. Attendants filed in behind them, carrying basins of water and a covered tray. Amid their coming and going, Bhediya slipped into the room and shuffled, unnoticed, behind the ornate screen separating the two pools. Through the latticework, she watched as Queen Kumari uncovered the tray an attendant put before her, revealing a single silver chalice. She gripped the cup’s stem, then tipped the chalice to her lips and drank its contents without stopping. She placed it back on the tray, upside down and empty. With a slight bow, the attendant took the tray away, and others took her place, helping the queen to remove the heavy silk sari she wore and the jewels that adorned her neck, forehead, wrists, and fingers. Queen Kumari briskly undid the hooks of her own blouse and untied her underskirt, then took the offered hands of the attendants, letting them support her as she lowered herself into the shallow pool, now full of clear water that reflected the glow of the torches that lit the room. Bhediya raised a hand to her mouth to suppress the cry that would otherwise have escaped as the queen turned, revealing a web of blue-and-purple bruises across her back and buttocks, spreading like an ugly stain across her almond skin.

Bhediya watched as she lay back in the water, and the attendants left the room one by one. It was very quiet; there was only the sound of water flowing softly, a constant in every corner of Lord Mahada’s temple. Bhediya took a breath, clasping the wolf pendant for courage. She didn’t know how she could explain, or if the queen would even hear her out, but she knew she had to try. She was about to step out from behind the screen when the priestess entered the room, three blue-robed devotees behind her. They took up places around the pool, one on each side of the queen, one kneeling at her head. The priestess climbed into the pool, coming to her knees in the water, at the queen’s feet.

“Sister,” she said, “is it your wish to transfer the life you carry into the hands of merciful Lord Mahada?”

“You know it is,” Queen Kumari replied tersely. “Why make me say it?”

The priestess’s voice was unwavering when she replied, “It must be witnessed.”

“Yes, it is my wish to end the life within me.”

“Then let us pray.”

The devotees began a back-and-forth chant, one calling on Lord Mahada to extend the everlasting embrace of the sea to his daughter, Queen Kumari of Nandapore, and the others replying with “Glory to Mahada! Solace to those who seek the sea!” They continued the chant, even as the priestess parted the queen’s legs. One hand rested on her still-flat belly, no swell yet present to make her pregnancy known. The other hand disappeared beneath the water and between the queen’s thighs. Bhediya couldn’t see exactly what was happening, but she heard Queen Kumari whimper and then cry out; saw the devotees hold her hands and cradle her head. Their chanting grew louder, not quite drowning out the sound the queen was making, something that was half sob and half scream. Then the pool was filled with blood, the clear water murky with red, the smell of iron in the air.

“It’s done,” the priestess said. She climbed out of the pool, wringing blood and water from her robe onto the tiled floor.

The devotees lifted the queen from the pool and helped her to the window, where a cushioned seat was carved into the wall. After settling her among the cushions and covering her with her own fine cloak, they retreated, each stopping before a shrine to Lord Mahada to murmur thanks before taking their leave. When one of them chose the shrine behind the screen where Bhediya was hiding, she froze. She had, almost certainly, seen something she was not meant to see. But the woman only nodded at Bhediya, gave thanks to her god, and left.

“I need to get back to the palace,” Queen Kumari was saying. Bhediya watched her struggle to stand, blood staining the cushion beneath her.

“You need to rest,” the priestess told her. She put her hands gently on Queen Kumari’s shoulders and guided her to lie down again.

After a few more quiet words exchanged between them, the priestess took her leave, so that it was only Bhediya and Queen Kumari left. Bhediya seized her chance and stepped out from behind the screen. She made her expression soft and pleasing, her tone sweet as honey. She of all people knew how to woo a royal. “Highness,” she said, “pardon the intrusion, but there’s something I—”

The queen looked in Bhediya’s direction with a start. “I didn’t realize there was anyone still here. Well, good that you are. Help me get dressed.” She braced herself against the tiled wall and slowly got to her feet, wincing as she stood.

“I…” Bhediya was about to tell the queen that she was neither a devotee nor a servant, but then thought better of it. She supposed that for the queen of Nandapore, everyone was there to serve, and she might not have a better opportunity to plead her case. She picked up the queen’s underskirt, smoothed out the fabric, and held it ready to be worn. Next came the blouse, then the winding of the sari, the pleating of the silk, the pinning and the draping so that the garment fell just so. There were dozens of small, sharp pins to hold the heavy sari in place, so the one that Bhediya kept and concealed in her braided hair went entirely unnoticed. As she worked, Bhediya spoke. “Highness, there is a matter of some importance I wish to discuss with you, something for which I humbly request your help.”

Queen Kumari clicked her tongue in response. “For all you girls claim to be devoted to your god, you certainly have the same requests as every other girl in Nandapore. How much do you need?”

“No, that’s not it,” Bhediya said. “I don’t need coin. What I need… is a way into Nandapore Palace.”

The queen was picking her jewels off the floor, where they had been discarded as if they were cheap trinkets from the market, not real gold studded with priceless gems. She turned to regard Bhediya as she fastened a heavy earring to each of her ears. “And why would you need that?”

Bhediya spoke slowly, deliberately. “Highness, you must know that your husband the king… is not a good man. He is murdering spellcasters. Collecting corpses. Allowing the Sanamiri to attack whoever they please.” Bhediya felt tears rising in her throat, threatening to choke her, but she forced herself to continue. “I lost my home because of him. And… I lost a friend.” She thought of Chandanee Mukan, and she thought of Chitra. She thought of the wolf she wore around her neck and the pin in her hair. She could draw blood if she needed it. If she had to, she could change. But she hoped it wouldn’t come to that. “You’ve suffered at his hands, that much is plain to see. I’ve suffered too. And many more will suffer, or worse, if he is not stopped. So, I need your help, my queen, to get close to the king, so that I can take his life.”

Queen Kumari’s open palm struck Bhediya’s cheek with jarring force. “How dare you?” she said, her voice low, her pretty features turned hard. “How dare you speak of your king like that? Stupid woman. Don’t you know making such threats is treason? I could have you dragged out onto the street and whipped. Or hanged. Or left to rot in Nandapore Prison, and I think you can imagine what would become of someone who looks like you in a place like that.”

Bhediya held a hand to her stinging cheek. Other girls had slapped her around when she had first arrived at the House of Moonlight, but she had been a child then, not a favored courtesan of a prince, and no one had raised a hand to her in a very long time. She remembered Chitra’s words: Extend your hand to her, for you are two parts of a whole. Bhediya reached out, grasping the hand that had struck her. “Please, Highness. You must know in your heart that what I say is true. You must want a way out. We are two parts of a whole, we can help each other. It is only together that—”

“Do not presume to know what I want,” Queen Kumari said, snatching her hand away. She fastened her tikka at her forehead, jabbing the pins that held it in place into her hair with precision and force. It glittered with tiny diamonds and dripped pearls between her brows, and combined with the necklace that covered her from the top of her neck to the top of her blouse, the bejeweled gold belt cinched around her waist, the gold bracelets adorning each forearm in a gleaming row, she seemed to Bhediya to be wearing a kind of armor: a woman ready to go to war. “Whatever my husband is doing is for the good of the city, and for the good of the empire.”

Bhediya narrowed her eyes. Where had she heard that before? They just kept saying for the good of the empire, over and over. That’s what Chandanee-Ma had said, what she had heard on the night the House of Moonlight burned. “Garjan always spoke highly of you,” she told the queen. “But I wonder if he really knew you at all.”

Queen Kumari stiffened, and something in her eyes shifted as she looked at Bhediya more closely. “I know who you are,” she said. “You’re Garjan’s whore.”

“I am a courtesan of the House of Moonlight.”

The queen smiled mirthlessly. “The House of Moonlight was a den of sin. Nandapore is better off now that it is no more. Pavan wants what’s best for his people, what’s best for his children.” Her gaze on Bhediya was barbed when she added, “What’s best for his brother.”

“Is the murder of women and children what’s best for Nandapore?” Bhediya demanded. “Or is it what’s best for him?”

“He is cleansing the city of whores and spellcasters alike. As our beloved emperor has done in Samjaya. As my father is doing in Kundar. And as our new queen will do in Abhaya.” She gave Bhediya a withering stare. “We are not two parts of any whole.”

Queen Kumari crossed to the cushioned seat under the window and withdrew from a pocket of her cloak a velvet pouch. Bhediya had seen enough such purses at Chandanee Mukan to guess that it was full of coin. The queen dropped the pouch at the foot of one of the shrines in the room, then returned and shrugged the cloak over her shoulders, pulling its hood up to cover her hair, still coiled in its bun high on her head, a jeweled pin stabbed through its middle. Drops of blood dotted the path she had walked, staining the turquoise tile red. “I will say nothing to my husband of this,” she said. “And you will put these notions of revenge out of your head.”

“He’ll beat you again,” Bhediya said. “Someday, he’ll break a bone, blacken an eye to blindness. How many bruises will it take, Highness? How much pain does he have to inflict for you to see what he is?”

“I know what he is,” the queen said. “Better than anyone. He is my husband and the king of Nandapore. He is the father of my children, and one day, my son will be king in his place. Perhaps… even emperor. And for that chance, to see Pavan’s name reduced to dust and my son in the empire’s highest seat of power, I can suffer a hundred bruises, a thousand broken bones and black eyes.” She paused, then said, “You’re not a mother. You can never understand.”

The two women stared at each other across the room, then the queen turned and walked toward the door. Without looking back at Bhediya, she said, “He’s been digging, looking for something buried in the royal hunting grounds. I don’t know what it is… but whatever you are—spellcaster, traitor, whore—I don’t think you want to be here to find out. You should leave the city. I don’t want to see your face again.” And then she was gone.

Bhediya stood for a moment, unmoving. She had failed Chitra, even though she had done exactly as the girl had asked—extended her hand, done her best to convince the queen of her husband’s misdeeds. But she already knows, Bhediya thought. She knows, and she doesn’t care. The queen’s words still echoed in her head: You’re not a mother. You can never understand. They cut deeply, and Bhediya had to push them away. It was not a wound she was ready to reopen. Bhediya’s glance fell to the blood on the floor, in the pool. She thought then of Chitra’s mother, dying in her bed at Chandanee Mukan. She had been so young. If Chandanee-Ma had brought her here, to Mahada’s waters, could her life have been saved? How many other girls on Courtesan’s Row were in desperate need of a priestess and a pool, a silver chalice and someone to hold their hand?

“Bhediya?” Bhediya turned at the priestess’s voice behind her. She had changed into dry robes and moved with purpose, pausing only briefly to give Bhediya a questioning look. “It’s late, sister,” she said. “What keeps you from your bed?” She disappeared behind the screen, then returned with the queen’s coin purse in hand.

“I saw what you did to the queen,” Bhediya said. Then, quickly, “What you did for her.” The priestess regarded her evenly, saying nothing. She handed Bhediya the pouch, then knelt at the edge of the pool in which the queen had lain. Rolling up the sleeve of her robe, she reached in and released the stopper that kept the pool filled. Bhediya watched as the bloodied water swirled down and down and out the drain, until the pool was empty. “Do you do this for others?” Bhediya asked. “Or is this a secret mercy Mahada extends to the queen of Nandapore alone?”

“Lord Mahada turns no one away,” the priestess replied. “But we cannot have the women of Nandapore lining up at the temple doors. If word were to spread to Nandapore Palace… the king would not be pleased. He does not condone this particular act of mercy.” She stood, taller than Bhediya, darker in skin, wiser in years. “Temples can burn as easily as brothels, after all, so we must be careful,” she said. “But the wives of the New City know, their daughters know, their husbands’ mistresses know. They are grateful for Mahada’s grace, and…” She took the pouch from Bhediya’s hand and looked at it. “In turn, the temple is able to make humble contributions to support King Pavanathan’s noble pursuits.”

“You pay the palace to stay away.”

The priestess smiled wryly. “Such is the way of the world, sister. But now that you’ve seen what you’ve seen, now that you know… would it not be best if you stayed here? You would be safe here, and cared for. And besides, we could use someone with your elemental gifts.”

Bhediya looked up and out of the room’s lone window. There were no stars decorating the Nandapore sky. Akio was gone. Garjan was gone. Chitra was gone. She had nowhere to call home now, and she was starting to think it had been foolish to put so much stock in the ramblings of a dying child. The life she had known was over, but perhaps she could make a new life here; make a haven in Mahada’s halls for those like her and Chitra, whose gifts made them a target for over-pious elves and power-hungry kings. For those like Queen Kumari, who dared to decide for themselves which seeds to let grow in their own wombs, and which to uproot. “It’s a kind offer, sister,” Bhediya said. “I just might—”

An infant’s wail rang through the temple, startling in its wretchedness. Bhediya remembered that even if the kind of mercy she had witnessed tonight was not widely known, what was known to all of Nandapore was that unwanted babies could be left in the temple moat to float to the gates and be taken in by Mahada’s devotees. But in all the days she had spent at the temple, she hadn’t seen a single child. A thread of doubt began to unravel in the pit of her stomach. “What do you do with them?” she asked. “The babies people leave in your moat?”

“You mean the offerings people leave in Lord Mahada’s care,” the priestess said. “We return them to his merciful embrace.”

Bhediya blinked, unable or unwilling to understand. “What does that mean?”

“Bhediya,” the priestess said gently, “you know what it means.”

It was too horrific to be true—Bhediya refused to believe it. But then, abruptly, the infant’s wailing stopped, and the silence in its place was a deafening, damning affirmation of a terrible truth—one of many that Nandapore would swallow up with all its other sins and bargains, its secrets and its woes. “There must be another way,” Bhediya whispered.

“Sometimes there is,” the priestess said, linking her arm with Bhediya’s and leading her back toward the courtyard. “There are women who come to us, women who have lost children, or who are unable to bear children of their own.” The priestess smiled. “Lord Mahada’s mercy is boundless as the sea. Either he finds his children a home in this realm, or else he becomes their home himself.”

“Why can’t you look after them here?”

“We don’t have the means. We have petitioned King Pavanathan for coin to care for that which we are offered, but so far have received nothing.”

“So, he won’t allow women to choose whether to give birth or not, but also won’t take care of the unwanted children once they’re born. It’s an impossible situation.”

The priestess sat down on the courtyard swing, and Bhediya joined her. “Perhaps if something were to happen to the king…” the priestess said, choosing her words carefully. She rested one hand on the other in her lap, and from the tip of one finger, Bhediya saw a thin, green stem slowly unfurling. “Lord Mahada protect His Highness, but if something were to happen, and Queen Kumari took the throne, just until her son came of age, of course… things might be different then.” Her eyes fell on the amulet around Bhediya’s neck. “For all of us.” A white bud formed at the end of the stem and its petals opened, instantly fragrant. The priestess plucked the night-blooming jasmine blossom from her finger and tucked it behind Bhediya’s ear. “I do hope you decide to stay, sister,” she said. She patted Bhediya’s knee, then glided indoors.

Bhediya sat on the swing, thinking and trying not to think at the same time. Part of her wanted to burn the temple to the ground. Part of her wanted to douse the wolf pendant in blood and, once she was transformed, tear all these murderers of babies limb from limb. In the end she did neither, only burying her face in her empty, human hands and weeping quietly, waiting for the sun to rise.

In the morning, Bhediya woke resolved to tell the priestess she could not stay. But when she uncurled herself from the swing where she had slept, it was Chandanee-Ma she saw coming toward her. Not the Chandanee-Ma who had wept with her when Bhediya had first awoken in this very place, but the Chandanee-Ma that Bhediya knew best: a stout woman in a cream-colored sari with kohl-lined eyes and coin forever on her mind. Bhediya looked her up and down. “You went to a tailor?”

“Not just a tailor,” Chandanee-Ma replied, handing Bhediya a folded skirt and blouse. Bhediya fingered the material—cheap cotton, magenta and covered in mirrors. “I’ve been all over the city. Now, if you’re done playing at piety, get dressed and come with me.”

Bhediya took the clothes into the temple, where she washed and dressed, and even if the clothes were not as fine as those she used to own, they almost made her feel like her old self. When she returned to the courtyard, a rickshaw had arrived. The man pulling the cart wore a clean dhoti and white cap, and the seat of his cart was padded with colorful cushions and sheltered with sturdy tarp. A New City rickshaw, Bhediya thought, recalling the contraption Faquir had put her in when she had first gone looking for Akio. From the back of the rickshaw, the driver pulled a narrow board, dragged it to the temple moat, and let it fall across the moat’s width. Chandanee-Ma didn’t hesitate; she crossed the water quickly, then took the driver’s arm and let him help her up into the seat. Bhediya followed, and they were on their way.

Seated next to her in the rickshaw, Chandanee-Ma pulled a hairbrush from her bag and began to brush Bhediya’s hair, pinning it in place and looping a string of marigold through the pin. She dabbed vermilion on Bhediya’s lips and smudged kohl along the edges of her eyes, and Bhediya was reminded of the way Chandanee-Ma had fussed over her when she had first arrived at Chandanee Mukan. She smiled at the memory, and Chandanee-Ma smiled back. “There you are,” she said.

“Where are we going?” Bhediya asked as they approached the bridge back to the Old City.

“You’ll see,” Chandanee-Ma replied. She had always been a master of building a mystery.

Bhediya breathed in the smells of morning in the Old City, watched the market fly by as they headed down the hill toward the Grand Akhada, the port, and the Masinian Sea. When they turned onto Courtesan’s Row, too many memories to fight began to crowd Bhediya’s mind: Chitra playing the sitar, Akio laughing and turning Bhediya’s fireball to a wisp of smoke, the Hall of Bells and the way the audience’s rapture felt as she danced, Garjan’s arms around her waist, his mouth on hers. It was too much. Bhediya looked at Chandanee-Ma. “What are we doing here?” she asked. “Tell me the truth.”

The rickshaw stopped at the end of Courtesan’s Row, far from the rubble of Chandanee Mukan, close to the port, where the smell of fish permeated everything. “I have something to show you,” Chandanee-Ma said. She slipped the driver some coin from inside her sari blouse and got down, walking with Bhediya to a shabby tavern tacked on to the row of buildings: a sad, half-rotted afterthought. They went inside and found the place empty but for a few mismatched tables. Beyond those, Bhediya peered into a small room filled with smoke. On the floor, a man reclined on a stained cushion, eyes closed. He could have been asleep or dead, it was impossible to tell. In a place like this, either seemed likely.

A woman came out of the room with an opium pipe in her hands. Chandanee-Ma jerked her chin upward. “Are they gone?”

The woman put the pipe somewhere behind the bar. “They’re gone.” She put her hands on her hips and looked at Bhediya with a critical eye. “Is this the one you were telling me about?”

“Yes, my Bhediya jaan,” Chandanee-Ma said. “Isn’t she a beauty?”

“I suppose so.” To Bhediya, she said, “How old are you?”

“Five and—” Thirty, Bhediya was about to say, but Chandanee-Ma cut her off.

“What does age matter? Just look at her!”

The woman looked unimpressed. “Men like them younger and younger these days.”

Chandanee-Ma, a consummate saleswoman, was quick to jump in. “Such questions never arise where my Bhediya is concerned. Eyes like fire, hair like silk, and her skills… wah! Believe me, no client of Bhediya’s is ever thinking about her age.”

The woman withdrew a key from her skirt pocket and gave it to Chandanee-Ma. “We’ll see about that.”

Chandanee-Ma led Bhediya up the rickety stairs leading from the main floor tavern to the second floor. There was a platform and a single door and, on the other side, an open space with a single chair. As Bhediya walked around, she found four rooms, all empty, save for a broken bangle and a wooden horse. She picked it up. A child’s toy. Chandanee-Ma came into the room behind her. “Well, what do you think?”

Bhediya didn’t know what to say. “What is this place?”

“This is where we start over,” Chandanee-Ma replied. “It will take time to rebuild; we’ll have to start small. Two girls, plus you. I wasn’t able to take much with me when I escaped the fire, so most of the coin is borrowed, but once we pay it back, we’ll see the profits coming in.”

Bhediya turned the wooden horse over in her hand. “What about the people who lived here? Where will they go?”

Chandanee-Ma waved her hand. “They’ll go somewhere else. Did you know there’s already half a slum where Chandanee Mukan stood? Nobody wastes any time in Nandapore—and neither can we. Tomorrow, we’ll pay a visit to Faquir in the market, send word to your clients that you have recovered after the ordeal of the fire and are eager to see them again. New furnishings will arrive within the week. Beds first. Always beds first…”

Bhediya looked around. It was so different than the beautiful home she had known in the House of Moonlight. But there were no memories to taunt her here, nothing to remind her of all she had lost. “A new Chandanee Mukan,” she said softly.

“No,” Chandanee-Ma said, her voice firm. “Chandanee Mukan is gone. This will be yours. Bhediya Mukan.”

“The House of Wolves?” Bhediya laughed a little at that. “Who will come to a pleasure house named so?”

“They will come,” Chandanee-Ma said. “You may have magic in your blood, and there’s some power in that. But Bhediya, this is the real power. Coin. A way to make it. A way to keep it. If you want to survive in this city, this is the way to do it.”

Bhediya looked out the barred window at the port below. She remembered the feel of the Sanamiri elf’s knife against her throat. There were some things no amount of coin could protect her from. “When the king finds out his Sanamiri minions failed to finish me off, he’ll send them again. For all I know, they could be searching the city for me right now.”

Chandanee-Ma considered this. She took threats to her investments very seriously. She joined Bhediya at the window and ran her thumb over the wolf amulet’s ruby eye, probably calculating its worth. Then she pursed her lips and said, “Next time those dog-fuckers come for you, you’ll be ready. That’s why Akio gave you this, isn’t it? To be ready.” She cocked an eyebrow at Bhediya, and Bhediya dropped her gaze. Just like she knew about the tunnels under the city, of course Chandanee-Ma would know that Akio would never visit the House of Moonlight empty-handed.

Bhediya touched the obsidian wolf. It was cool against her skin now, but she knew how it could burn, how it could wake. How it hungered. “I wish Akio had told me more,” she said. “There’s so much I don’t know about what this is. About… what I am.” About what I can do.

Chandanee-Ma looked at her, unsympathetic. “Then I suggest you find someone who does.”

And so, Bhediya found herself back at the Norvardarian embassy gates, but this time, it was Maitreyi herself who opened them. Mage and spellcaster, leopard and wolf, stood in the courtyard in the shadow of the fountain, the music of its falling water the only sound between them. In her tawdry clothes, Bhediya slowly went to her knees. She was willing to pay respect where respect was due. But she would not be made to beg. With eyes downcast, she said, “You asked me how it was that your young pupil has more mastery over magic than I do. My parents were drunks who sold me to Chandanee Mukan when I was fifteen years old. I have spent my life behind its walls, hiding what I am. Hiding it and… hiding from it.” Bhediya touched the wolf head around her neck, Akio’s gift to her. “But I don’t want to hide anymore.” She raised her eyes to meet Maitreyi’s impassive gaze. “Help me.”

“My brother believed in building bridges between humankind and elvenkind. Look where that got him.” Bhediya waited. Finally, Maitreyi continued, “But we do share a common enemy now in Nandapore’s king. And when it comes to brute strength, wolves have their uses.” She paused again, then said, “Get up, girl. Let’s not waste time.” She strode inside, and Bhediya followed. As they passed through the entrance hall, Bhediya was reminded that last time she had been here, Maitreyi had very nearly choked her to death without lifting a finger. Perhaps that would be the first bit of magic she would ask to learn.

Maitreyi led her to a large room—empty and open, save for a few woven mats and silk cushions strewn about. Three walls were lined with mirrors, so that Bhediya saw herself reflected from every angle. Maitreyi sat cross-legged on a cushion and said, “There are many ways to harness the elements—like talismans that amplify the power in your blood.” She gestured at Bhediya’s amulet. “Or, with more discipline, words, spoken in our tongue, which is older than your entire kind.” The temperature in the room began to drop, and Bhediya felt gooseflesh rise on her skin. “Be warned, wolf—this is not a game. If you are lazy or stupid or slow or careless, the elements have little mercy. Do you have any questions before we begin?”

Yes, so many. But what Bhediya did ask was “Why a wolf? Just because it is my name? Did Akio choose this form for me, or was it always so? And if I wanted to, could I take other forms too?”

“Oh yes,” Maitreyi replied. “Simply snap your fingers and become any animal you choose.”

Bhediya’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“No, of course not, idiot human,” Maitreyi retorted. “Do you have any idea of the immense amount of elemental energy it takes to shift forms? To master even one other shape… for a human spellcaster, it should be damn near impossible.”

Bhediya felt a stab of pride. And love for Akio, for his faith in her. “Yet here we are.”

“Here we are,” Maitreyi repeated. She extended her hand and called forth a steady flame in her palm. She began a simple incantation, and Bhediya watched as the flame lengthened until it was a column of fire between them. She watched and she listened, then she focused her energy, as Akio had taught her to do, in order to spark her own flame. Her reflections in all the mirrors rippled as she joined her voice with the mage’s, and her fire began to grow.







CHAPTER 23
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GARJAN

Garjan hadn’t planned on approaching the hooded man, sitting alone in the back corner of the tavern with the broadsword strapped to his back. In his experience of such establishments, there was always someone like him lurking in the shadows, someone with something to hide, reason to be on the run. Men like him were typically not keen to be drawn into conversation. They were also, typically, dangerous. And Garjan had just about had his fill of strange and dangerous encounters for one journey. He would have been happy to leave the man to nurse his cup of ale in peace, to go to another tavern and ask around there for a ride to Nandapore when it became clear that everyone here had heard the rolling thunder and no one was ready to descend into the Noor, no matter how much gold he flashed or how much charm he wielded. But as he passed the man’s table, a low, rasping voice made him reconsider.

“You looking for a ride?”

Garjan turned, a refusal on his lips, something about the lone figure making him uneasy. But at that moment, another clap of thunder seemed to shake the very ground, and he knew their chances of crossing the valley got slimmer by the second. Garjan replaced refusal with a ready smile and replied, “As a matter of fact, I am, sir. You offering?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On what you can pay. And”—the man drew back the edge of his hood, revealing the scales of his cheek and his hand—“what you can tolerate.”

At first Garjan had thought the man had some affliction of the skin, or else that it was some fanatical form of worship. He had heard of devotees to Lord Mahada who embedded shells in their skin, mimicking the scales that cascaded down the sea god’s back. But when he slipped into the chair on the other side of the man’s table and got a better look at what he was hiding under his hood, Garjan saw that it was neither disease nor devotion that made of him a thing half human, half beast.

The man fixed Garjan with his one human eye. “Ask what you want to know.”

A dozen questions came to Garjan’s mind: What are you? How did you come to be this way? What do you know of snakes and Sanamiri magic? Are you blessed by your elvenkind god, or cursed? In the end, he simply asked, “What’s your name?”

“They call me Saanp-Aadmee.”

“I didn’t ask for what they call you,” Garjan said. “I asked for your name.”

Half of a mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. “It was Takashi once,” the snake-man replied. “But there are few who know me by that name anymore.” After a moment, he added, “Anything else? You might as well ask instead of staring and wondering.”

So Garjan asked his questions and Takashi shared the story of how his snakeskin came to be, and the more he spoke, the more human he seemed. By the time his tale was told, Garjan was ready to enlist the man to lead them across the valley. “My name is Garjan,” Garjan said. He supposed it was a common enough name across the empire, as were all the names of the gods, not to give his true identity away. “There was… an unfortunate incident involving a previous suitor of my new bride, and now we have need to get out of Samjaya and back to Nandapore as quickly as possible.”

“You want to cross the Noor Valley? With the monsoon on top of us?”

“I can pay,” Garjan said quickly. “I have… friends in Nandapore Palace. The gold from the palace stores is the purest in the empire. You’d leave Nandapore a rich man.”

Takashi seemed to consider, then shook his head. “If the Ganganoor floods, we’re as good as dead. It’s not worth the risk.”

Garjan would have said more, tried to persuade the snake-man that the risk was well worth the reward, but then, from the front of the tavern, Payal began to sing, and a hush fell over the mesmerized crowd. Watching her sing and sway and smile, making eye contact with every table, as if her song was a special gift for each soul who heard it, Garjan was again impressed. She would have done well in the House of Moonlight. He turned and caught Taara watching her too, the expression on his wife’s face enraptured. It was a look he recognized immediately. Taara looked at Payal exactly the same way Garjan looked at Bhediya. I’m coming, Diya, he thought. All that mattered was getting back to her before his idiot brother burned the city to the ground. As Payal finished her song, he turned back to Takashi and said, “I cannot explain it here and now, but I must return to Nandapore. There are lives at stake. Name your price and I’ll pay it.”

“I’ll take her.” Garjan followed Takashi’s gaze to where Payal had returned to her seat and was counting the coin she had collected. Garjan sighed. He already knew where this was going, and he already knew Taara would blame him for letting it happen. He bartered half-heartedly with the snake-man, but Takashi’s mind was made up. They both watched Taara lean in to kiss Payal, the movement a little awkward, but the adoration on her face sincere. “Sisters, are they?” Takashi said dryly.

“They’re close,” Garjan muttered. Payal was his: a gift from Pavan that he could give away or trade or sell as he pleased. He watched Payal whispering in Taara’s ear and Taara all but swooning in response. In one way, Payal did belong to him. But in another way—the only way that mattered—it was clear to anyone with eyes to see to whom she really belonged. And it most certainly wasn’t him. He turned back to Takashi. “She’s not mine to offer,” he said. “But you can ask her yourself and see if she agrees.”

The conversation between them had been a blur, and the hours that followed blended together as Garjan weathered Taara’s stony silence with another bottle of wine, both of them waiting for Payal and Takashi to return. When they did, and Takashi left to prepare their transport, Garjan focused his attention on the tavern bard singing a song of the sages, giving Taara and Payal a few moments to talk or to embrace each other, but he was surprised to see that Taara’s silence extended to Payal too. It was he who asked Payal quietly, as he helped her into the back of the wagon Takashi produced, if she had been mistreated, if she wanted to continue on this journey with this snake-headed man. Once he had her answers and had seen in her eyes that they were true, he turned to help Taara in after her.

Holding his wife’s soft hand in his, Garjan saw in her face such sadness, such hurt. He wanted to tell her that he too loved a woman who would never be his alone, and that their love was no less real because of it. He traced the lotus in her palm and then, remembering the vision they had shared, brought her hand to his chest. If you would punish someone for this, he thought, let it be me, not her. He waited, but no vision came; no burning, no blessing, nothing at all. He kissed the back of her hand, then mounted the second horse Takashi had promised and delivered. Unlike the royal palanquin in which they had arrived, the wagon barely had space for two.

True to his word, Takashi knew the Noor, or perhaps his horse knew it. They carried little, stopped only for short breaks, and made good time down the valley’s slopes and across its verdant floor. The sky that had been clear and blue at their first crossing now swirled with menacing clouds, and all four of them found themselves looking up often, extending their hands with trepidation, waiting for the downpour that might come anytime, making their path all the more treacherous.

Takashi had packed the second horse with a bedroll, and for the first time in his life, Garjan slept in the open air—no palace walls, not even a tent for comfort or protection. The sounds of the night so close, so wild, made his eyes fly open several times before the sunrise. On the second day, he shed his clothes and went to his knees at the river’s edge, closing his eyes, seeking the calm of the meditative state. It came upon him so easily, putting him in balance with the light touch of the mist, the smell of the grass, the river rushing along nearby. He rose to his feet and went through the sequence of the malla-yuddha, letting his body turn fluid, his mind quiet at last.

When he was damp with sweat and mist, he waded into the river, splashing the cold water on his face and neck. Samjaya seemed a distant dream here, and even the visions of fire and ash seemed less real. The valley was sheltered from the wind, and here, Garjan felt immune to its forces. He would be reunited with Bhediya. He would talk sense into his brother. He would drink with Roland in the House of Moonlight, and perhaps he would bring his wife and her lover along with him. They might enjoy the delights of Chandanee Mukan even more than he. It was with this thought in mind and a smile on his lips that Garjan turned from the river. That was when he saw the wolves.

The trio sat on the rocks, watching him. He had never seen beasts like these, so close, so wild, as if the night he had feared had taken animal form and come to find him. The animals raised at Nandapore Palace had been his for the hunting, but now he had no sword, no torch, no bow and arrow. Now he had become the prey. When your prey is within your reach, you snap its neck. That was what his brother had said, what he had heard in the hiss of a hundred coiled snakes on the steps of Samjaya Palace.

The wolves approached together, forming a triangle around him. How easy it would be for the three of them to rip him apart. And yet, for someone about to be eaten alive, he felt strangely safe. He stayed very still, his breathing even. There was beauty in their wildness, a familiarity in their amber eyes. One came closer to circle Garjan and take in his scent. Do you know I love a woman named after a wolf? He didn’t ask the question out loud, but the animal sat on its haunches and cocked its shaggy head at him, as if it understood.

This sounds like a good story, it seemed to say. Tell me more.

“Garjan!” Three wolves and one man turned sharply toward the voice. There were anklets chiming, someone running toward him.

“Stay back,” he called. But then Payal appeared through the mist, braid half undone, hands on her hips.

She looked him up and down, unimpressed. “Time to put your cock away, Highness,” she said. “Takashi’s ready to go.”

“I…” Garjan looked around, but the wolves were gone. “I’m coming.”

That night, he slept more soundly than he had any night of his life. In the morning, they found a pair of fat rabbits with necks snapped waiting beside the wagon. “A gift from the valley,” Takashi said, rebuilding their fire and fashioning a makeshift spit to roast the animals.

Taara refused to join them around the fire. When Garjan brought her some dried fruit and nuts from his own pack, she gave him a worried glare. “I thought I heard wolves howling last night,” she said, as if he had placed them in her path himself.

He nodded, popping a handful of nuts into his mouth. “Probably,” he replied, but said no more, and returned to the fire to hear the end of Payal’s story.

By evening on the third day, they had almost covered the valley’s length and were approaching the ascent back to the road where they would make the turn, not toward Abhaya from where they had started but toward Nandapore. Toward home. When they stopped to rest the horses, Garjan made his way back to the river, hoping to gather strength and calm from the valley and its wild inhabitants. Through the mist, he saw what looked at first like a statue of a snake with human limbs, standing in profile, palms together, arms extended above its head. Then the statue moved and Garjan saw the white of Sanamiri skin, the ripple of a human man’s back, as Takashi spun around, extending one leg and falling into an easy crouch. The snakeskin covering half his face and one hand continued down the same half of his body, so that his naked torso gleamed with the green scales from one angle and shone with smooth, white skin from another. Takashi bent and retrieved a sword from the grass, turning it effortlessly, as if it were made from hollow wood, not solid steel. He advanced with sure steps, in full control of his large frame as he swung the sword, his movements telling of training and noble birth. Wordlessly, Garjan fell into step beside him and the two of them finished the malla-yuddha together.

Afterward, while they drank and washed at the river’s edge, Takashi said, “I won’t ask who you really are. But we will reach Nandapore tomorrow, and if I am delivering your companions out of one trap and into another, I would rather know now than later.”

Garjan laughed, deflecting. “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love with Payal too.”

“Love isn’t for the likes of me,” Takashi replied. “My mother and father were in love. Fools, both of them. Believing they alone could end a century of animosity between human and Sanamiri.” He fixed Garjan with his human eye and said, “Those fortunate enough to find love in this world see the possibility for it everywhere, even where it is impossible.”

“What happened to them?” Garjan asked. “Your parents, I mean.”

“My father was a Samjayan noble. They found him dead in an opium den, poisoned with the stuff.”

“And your mother? Was she Sanamiri nobility?”

For a time, Takashi said nothing, watching the river flow. A lock of hair fell across his face, and he brushed it back with long fingers covered in scales. “The Sanamiri don’t subscribe to the hierarchies humans are so fond of. We have no nobles, no royals. Man, woman, those who are neither, and those who are both—all are meant to be governed by the same rules. All must answer to the same god. And yet—Sanamiri father children with human whores every day. Samjaya is full of half-breed brats just like me and no one curses them. No one makes of their fool parents an example. No one carves reminders of Ontorom’s wrath into their mothers’ backs. No one cuts out their mothers’ wombs while their mothers still live and makes an offering of them to atone for bearing unclean fruit. That penance is strictly reserved for Sanamiri women—it’s clearly written in the Book of Ontorom.”

Garjan shook his head. “I’m sorry, Takashi.”

Takashi stood and snatched his tunic from the rocks where he had laid it to dry. He pulled it over his head, letting it cover skin and scales both. “My mother knew the risk, and she took it anyway.” He sheathed his sword and hooked it to the belt he fastened at his waist. “You ask if I’ve fallen in love with her—your bard or your mistress or whoever Payal is to you—and the answer is no. But that doesn’t mean love won’t be the death of her still.”

By the time they returned to the wagon, the daylight was nearly gone. Garjan lit a torch and called to Taara and Payal, “It’s getting dark. Takashi says we can continue through the night, says he’s done it before. I can ride with him for a few hours, but I’ll need to rest before morning. We can stop then, or one of you can take my place.”

It was Payal’s voice that answered. “All right, wake me when you need me,” she said, and Garjan mounted his horse while Takashi drove the wagon, and they were on their way. Garjan didn’t know how long they rode or how far, but when his eyes grew heavy and his legs went slack, he knew he needed to sleep. They stopped the horses, and Garjan went around to lift the flap of the tarp, meaning to wake Payal as she had asked him to do. What he saw in the wagon, with torch in hand, was his wife, Queen Taaratajini of Abhaya, naked as the day she was born, dark skin pressed tight to Payal’s body, curls spilling across golden breasts, Payal’s hand draped over Taara’s hip, fingertips grazing the top of her mound. Their clothes, scattered here and there, spoke of a hasty removal, and the smell of sex lingered in the air around them. Garjan closed the flap and returned to his horse to pull the bedroll from his pack.

“I thought you wanted to wake her, to keep going,” Takashi said. His snake eye was eerily bright, wide awake and staring.

“We could all use a good night’s sleep” was all Garjan said in reply.

Takashi nodded once. Then he extended to Garjan his sword in its sheath. “Take this,” he said. From the snakeskin side of his mouth, half a forked tongue darted out. Garjan could have sworn he saw Takashi’s human eye wink when he added, “There are wild animals about, you know.”

Garjan slept with the sword at his side, not feeling the wind that swept through the valley, snuffing his torch; not seeing the faint light pulsing within the blade, like a silver star encased in steel, waiting to explode.

Garjan woke early, as was his habit, and meant to make his way to the river alone. But he was surprised to find Taara also awake, now fully clothed, and beckoning him toward the wagon. She had pulled back the tarp so that they could both sit on the wagon’s edge, with Payal behind them, cross-legged on a cushion, looking none too pleased to be awake so early. He looked from one of them to the other, his expression amused. “Sleep well?” he asked. Neither of them answered. Taara’s eyes were trained on the ground, her hands nervously wringing the edge of her sari. Garjan put his hand on top of hers to still them. “What is it?”

He watched his wife take a breath. Then, in a rush, she said, “You and I have one duty that we must fulfill—to produce an heir to Abhaya’s throne. There must always be a queen in Abhaya. There always has been and there always will be. I cannot allow that chain to be broken. But…” She paused, and Garjan could see her struggling to say the words she had to say. “I also cannot… lie with you. I didn’t know what that meant until Payal told me, but now that I do know, I just can’t. It’s not your fault, I’m not… I don’t…”

“Taara,” Garjan stopped her faltering, “it’s all right. I understand.”

She took another shaky breath, then, with a glance at Payal over her shoulder, said, “The histories tell of Abhayan queens who chose from among their closest chambermaids to become the vessel of the goddess when their own bodies only bore sons, or worse, bore nothing at all. I thought… we thought Payal could be that vessel for me. For us.”

Understanding dawned on Garjan’s face. “So… a concubine, then?”

“No! Not a concubine, a vessel of the goddess. Payal will be my chosen vessel. If you consent?”

Garjan turned to look at Payal. “You agree to this?”

She shrugged. “Why not?” Her posture suggested indifference, but she wouldn’t look at him, and he had to wonder what the true weight of this responsibility she had accepted might be.

“It has to be now,” Taara said. “Before we arrive in Nandapore. In case…” She didn’t have to finish the thought. In case our vision was true and we’re both going to die.

From behind her, Payal’s arms wrapped around Taara’s neck, and her chin came to rest on her shoulder. “You can come with us,” she said softly. “I told you before, Highness, I can pleasure you both if you like. Or you may find it enjoyable simply to watch.”

Taara shook her head. “And I told you before, I wouldn’t want that. I wouldn’t and I don’t.”

Payal released her with a sigh and climbed down from the wagon, stretching under overcast skies. She cast a dubious eye at the clouds. “Let me put some food in my belly first,” she said. Then, looking in Garjan’s direction, not meeting his eyes, she said, “I guess it’s up to you to put something in there next.” She walked away, toward Takashi’s fire, wrestling her tangled hair into something resembling a braid as she went.

With Payal out of earshot, Garjan turned to Taara. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked her. “Are you sure you want me to do this… with her?”

Taara paused, then said, “You are the king of Abhaya. You took the vows. You walked around the sacred fire with me. This is something we both must do. And I trust Payal to see this through. But, Garjan…” Taara seemed embarrassed to say it, but nevertheless she asked, “When you do it… can you not kiss her? Not her mouth at least. I’d like one thing that’s just for me. Can you do me that kindness?” When she looked at him, he saw tears in her eyes, slipping down her cheeks, and he remembered how young she was, in years, and in experience of the world and the many ways it could break a heart. “I don’t want to lose her.”

“I know,” Garjan said, putting an arm around his wife, tentatively at first, then holding her tighter as she cried quiet tears against his shoulder.

When they saw Payal’s form returning, Taara sat up, wiping her face. “Go,” she said. Then, with a small, humorless smile, “Before I change my mind.”

Garjan followed Payal away from the wagon, into the mist and the long grass, following the curve of the river until she stopped in a clearing where an old tree spread its gnarled roots in every direction around it. “I think I’ve been here before,” Payal said, touching her hand to the tree’s wide trunk. Then she turned to face him and, without further ceremony, pulled her haphazardly pinned sari free of her body. Her blouse and underskirt went next, so that she stood naked before him. “Well, how do you want me?”

Garjan was slower to remove his clothes. If he had been expecting to be seduced, it was clear he was to be disappointed. She was so unlike the other women of the harem Pavan had gifted him, but even still, the last time he had fucked one of them—or all of them—things had gone very, very wrong. He still didn’t know exactly what had happened to him in the garden of Samjaya Palace, but he knew he wasn’t about to let anything like it happen again. He circled the tree slowly. “What do you like?” he asked her, pulling his tunic over his head.

“I like your wife,” Payal quipped.

“I gathered that,” Garjan replied. “What else?”

Payal blew a tendril of hair out of her face, thinking. “Depends,” she said. “When I’m with Taara, I like her innocence, her curiosity. I like to tease and to teach. I like seeing her become more herself.”

“What else?”

“When I was with Takashi, he blindfolded me and bound my hands.” Garjan raised an eyebrow at that, but she continued, “I consented to it, of course. Rather liked it. These are games I’ve played before, as I’m sure you have too. I think, for someone like him, it must be freeing to control what his lovers see, what they feel, when he has so little control of how the world sees him, touches him, otherwise.”

Garjan stopped in front of her, backing her into the tree. “What else?”

“You’re not allowed to kiss me,” she said, but her lips were parted and he wondered for a moment if she would stop him if he tried.

“I’ve been so instructed,” he said. “Not your mouth anyway.” He pushed his knee between her legs to part them, then knelt in the soft grass, kissing a light trail from her navel, where she still wore the gold harem chain around her waist, down to the triangle of curls between her thighs.

She pushed on his shoulders and said, “You don’t have to. That’s not… what this is.”

“I don’t know what this is,” Garjan murmured, taking his time spreading her open. “I haven’t known what the fuck any of this is since the moment I arrived in Abhaya.” He traced the shape of her with his tongue, tasting wetness. “What I do know is how to make a woman come.” He exposed the pink jewel at the heart of her sex and blew on it with warm breath. “I was trained in the art by someone for whom pleasure is a profession. More than a profession—a way of life.” He closed his lips around the bit of flesh and sucked gently, then heard Payal cry out in response. He looked up at her and said, “So please, be still and let me do the thing I know how to do.” Then he was delving into her with his tongue and lapping at her folds and her thighs were shaking and her fist was tight in his hair as release ripped through her, near violent in its impact.

Garjan stood, took a moment to check that he was still in his right mind, then dropped his trousers and turned Payal so that her cheek was pressed to the tree. He reached between her legs and scooped the wetness of her climax onto his fingers, coating the length of his cock with it before filling her up with a single thrust. She gasped with the sensation of it, gripping the tree, but then he was moving and she was moving with him, and it was good. There was no magic in it, nothing dark and nothing divine; there was only the deeply human pleasure of the act, and for the simplicity in that, Garjan was grateful.

“Sometimes… I wonder…” Payal’s words were a little breathless as Garjan fucked her from behind, but he bent his head to hear them, locking his hands with hers around the tree. “I wonder if what you became in Samjaya is what you really are, if whatever magic my harem sisters worked on you wasn’t meant to transform, but to reveal. I wonder when you will become that thing again.”

“What makes you think that will happen?” he asked her, his voice low and close to her ear.

“I am the bird and she is the song and you are the hunter,” Payal said. “You cannot fight what you are forever. Only next time you need to hunt something, hunt me instead. Hurt me. Fuck me. Cage me. Do what you will. But don’t turn on Taara again.”

“Some birds aren’t meant to be caged,” he said. “When a good hunter snares a bird too beautiful to be made prey, he can only do one thing.”

Payal moaned as he changed the angle of his penetration and pushed back into him, taking him in deep. “What does he do?”

“He sets her free,” Garjan said, and burying his face in her hair, he finished inside her. They stayed locked together for a few minutes longer, until he softened and pulled out, but even the normalcy of this was a relief to him. Definitely no magic at work here, he thought as he pulled his trousers back on. Payal also dressed, her back turned to him, saying nothing. Her silence prompted Garjan to ask, “Was it… all right for you?”

“You know it was,” she replied softly. Then, “We should go back.”

When the wagon was again within sight, Garjan told her, “Once we get to Nandapore, you’ll need to lay low. The Sanamiri may well have sent word to my brother of our escape, and he’ll have scouts looking for you. But I meant what I said.” Garjan reached out and fingered the chain around her waist, his hand warm on her bare skin. “I won’t hold you to this. As soon as we’re home, you’re free.”

“Free,” Payal repeated. “What does that even mean?”

“I know what it means to me.”

She turned to face him. “You know, you’re a lousy hunter, Prince Garjanathan,” she said. “But you’ll be a good king.” She brushed a kiss across his cheek, and he watched her climb into the wagon, stopping to exchange a few words with Taara as she climbed out.

With arms folded across her chest, Taara asked him, “It’s done?”

“The part we can control anyway. The rest… what do they say?” Garjan made the sign of the goddess and offered Taara a small smile. “It’s in Her hands.”

“Good,” Taara said, although her face suggested her feelings did not match her words. She dropped her arms and half a laugh escaped, harsh and helpless. “I was so naive when we started this journey. I knew nothing about…” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head. In a smaller voice, she said, “I know this can’t be the kind of marriage you wanted. I don’t even know what we are to each other, really.”

Garjan reached out and put his hands lightly on her shoulders. “We’re friends. And we’re going to end whatever my brother has started in Nandapore. Together.”

She met his gaze, eyes searching, then tentatively let her arms go around him, her cheek against his shoulder. “Friends.” Then, quietly, “Did you kiss her?”

“No,” he replied. “It was an act of duty, nothing more.” She nodded, stepping back, and he moved to lift the wagon’s tarp, offering a hand to help her climb in.

“Thank you, Garjan,” she said, “for… everything.”

He bent his head to kiss the back of her hand, so ordinary in his despite the power he knew it possessed, before letting it go and dropping the tarp between them.

Takashi already had the reins in hand when Garjan tried to return his blade before they started out again, but Takashi refused to take it back. Garjan laughed and said, “Are you worried there are wild animals about in Nandapore too?”

“Might be,” Takashi replied, pulling the hood of his cloak up to cover his head. His snake eye moved to fix on Garjan while his human eye stared out at the valley before them. “Might be more wild animals in Nandapore than you know. But the sword isn’t meant for them.” He said no more, only spurred his mare forward. Garjan did the same, starting the uphill climb out of the Noor as the first drops of rain began to fall.







CHAPTER 24
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ROLAND

After three days on the road, Roland and Yash were back in Nandapore. The city smelled like rain, but the skies remained stingy, the ground still dry. Roland pulled the cart to the side of the road in front of half a brick wall. Where there had been a pile of loose bricks when last Roland had been here, there was one broken brick left on the ground and a stray dog sleeping in the dust where the pile had been. Yash climbed out of the wagon and surveyed his employer’s house. “Dare I go in?”

Roland came to stand next to him. “Worried the mistress of the house will be displeased with you?”

“Worried she’ll have me soundly thrashed and tossed out on the street, actually,” Yash said with a laugh. He picked up a small stone and threw it at the dog, who yelped and trotted away. “How much do you think her bloody bricks were worth?” Roland could see him calculating what their jaunt to Abhaya would cost him if the mistress took the lost bricks out of his pay.

“Yash, if you need coin—” Roland began, but Yash cut him off.

“I don’t,” he said. Then, wryly, “I’m sure I’ll find a way to… earn her forgiveness.” They stood in silence for a minute more, an unasked question hanging in the air between them. Finally, Yash spoke it. “Will I see you again, Roland?”

“I’m sure you’ll see me around.”

“You know what I mean.”

Roland had told Yash little of what happened in the Red Palace—it turned out his curiosity was easily quelled when more pleasurable pursuits were offered. Roland had come to him on the second night of their journey, when they had stopped to rest the horse. It had been a quick coupling, with few words spoken between them. Afterward, Yash had confessed, “I thought, in Abhaya, that you had tired of me. Or maybe, I was simply no longer of use.”

Roland could have tried to explain, or to make some apology, but it was easier in the moment to answer Yash only with a kiss and with clothes hastily discarded, with searching hands and oil-slick skin. On the last night, Yash came to him, laid out like a feast in the back of their shabby wagon, oiled and ready, murmuring the words over a shoulder. You can have me like this. It wasn’t what Roland usually chose, when he chose men for bedfellows. More often, he preferred to be the one positioned to please, to be whoever the stranger inside him wanted him to be, and then be gone. But he didn’t know what awaited him in Nandapore or if the orb he carried, with its stone face and its pulsing will, had included Yash in its plans. He only knew that with every mile that brought them closer to Nandapore’s gates, his connection to this kid—this man—grew stronger. That was when Roland decided that this time, he would not treat trust as a burden. This time, he would be more than a ghost, there by night, then gone by morning.

Roland accepted Yash’s offer like a gift, and was careful in the opening, controlled in their coming together, slow-moving until Yash begged for more. It had shifted something between them, and looking at him now, lanky and uncertain in the sunlight, Roland wished he could tether his assurance to more than hope alone. “I have some things I need to take care of,” he said. “But if nothing goes sideways, I’ll come find you.” I’m just following the whims of a goddess trapped in an orb, trying to find a magic weapon and maybe kill a king. What could go wrong? He ran a hand through Yash’s hair, pausing behind his ear. When he pulled his hand away, a gold coin flashed between his finger and thumb. Yash laughed at this, a sleight of hand to amuse a child, but still began to protest when Roland pressed the coin into his palm. Roland silenced him with a long kiss. Habit almost made Roland turn away from the need he saw reflected in Yash’s dark eyes, but this time, he stood his ground, let Yash’s arms go around him, let himself be held. What a terrible, risky, glorious thing it was to be so solid, to be so seen. “You’ll see me again,” he said. “I promise.” As he drove the wagon away, he uttered a silent plea to the orb to allow his words to be true.

Roland returned the horse and wagon to the vendor in the market from whom he had purchased its use for the trip. He bought a cone of plantain chips and a tin cup of sweet spiced tea. Then he bought a new pouch of bhang and a bunch of betel leaves bound with a leather band. After he had eaten and drunk and smoked, he wandered from stall to stall, perusing each vendor’s wares with a noncommittal eye, all the while picking up threads of gossip, pocketing useful bits of information about the goings-on in the city during his days away. It was in this way that he learned of a new brothel opening on Courtesan’s Row. Along the long line of flower sellers: “Doesn’t look like much from the outside, but inside, they say the girls fuck like wild things, like ravenous, insatiable beasts.” No mention of King Pavanathan or any world-ending, blast-causing weapon. More notices offering Good Coin for Good Corpses. A painted banner on one of the market’s central posts with an image of a beautiful bare-breasted woman, dying in the arms of a weeping prince. In a dramatic script that could only belong to one scribe, the banner’s text invited one and all to attend a new play, to be performed three days hence in the market square. Norvardarian silk merchants whispering: “What’s this new place called? How much to get in?” Roland squinted at the image on the banner. Both painted faces looked vaguely familiar. A man with one of Shamini’s woven baskets under his arm: “You’ll never believe this, but it’s called Bhediya Mukan.” Roland turned on his heel and went in search of Faquir.

He found the scribe hunched over Sohail-e-Nakshali’s stall, scribbling quickly, while Sohail and another man Roland didn’t recognize passed fight cards from the Grand Akhada between them. Roland leaned on the far side of the stall and lit another bhang roll. “Feels like rain today,” he said, blowing smoke at the cloudy sky. “Good day for placing bets, I’d say.”

“Bhuta!” Faquir dropped their quill. “A welcome sight for weary eyes. Are you real, or am I imagining you standing here?”

Sohail also looked up. His mouth started to curve into a smile, but then, taking in the angry red line across Roland’s jaw where Zamu’s ruby had cut into his skin, he pursed his lips instead. “He’s real enough,” the mapmaker said. “You should get a healer to look at that wound. Else you’ll have a nasty scar marring that pretty face of yours.”

“Scars speak of mystery and heroics. The women will love it.” Roland winked at Faquir. “Maybe the men too.”

“Bhuta, have you met Bishari?” Sohail said. “He’s taken over the potion seller’s stall.”

Roland met Sohail’s eye as they both recalled the potion seller’s unfortunate fate. Then Roland cleared his throat and nodded at the other man. A bit of elvenkind in his features, Roland thought. Norvardarian blood. “What kind of potions do you mix?”

“I don’t make potions,” Bishari said, in a voice that seemed deeper, older somehow, than his lean frame and youthful face suggested. “I make rope.”

“He doesn’t just make it,” Faquir said, their tone suggestive. “Bishari’s been teaching me about the many uses for rope.”

“Is that so?” Roland said, eyeing Bishari with new interest. Bishari smiled without looking up. He used the pointed end of a stick of charcoal to make careful marks on the fight card in his hand. “Business been good?”

“People always need rope.” Bishari glanced up at Roland. “For all kinds of things.”

“He’s being modest,” Faquir said. “He’s got a fat contract in hand from Nandapore Palace. Official rope maker for the king himself.”

“What need has the king for so much rope?” Roland asked, his tone light, his eyes never leaving Bishari’s face.

“Public hangings, perhaps?” Sohail muttered. He took the cards that Bishari offered and looked them over. “You’ve made the safest possible bets,” he said. “Where’s the danger in that? Where’s the fun?”

Bishari shrugged, backing away from the stall. “I like to win.” As he passed Roland, he plucked the half-smoked roll from between his fingers and put it to his own lips. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “What did you say your name was?”

“They call me Bhuta,” Roland replied, with a slight incline of his head. “At your service.”

“Well, Bhuta, come by my stall sometime,” Bishari said, passing the roll back to Roland. “If you ever… need rope.”

Bishari walked away, rounding the corner back toward what used to be the potion seller’s stall. Sohail made his own marks on the fight cards, then waved them at his son, who was tracing a map on the ground behind him. “Run these to Grand Akhada,” he told the boy, whose face lit up at the instruction.

The boy jumped up, wiped ink-stained fingers on ink-stained trousers, and grabbed the cards. “Can I stay to watch the fights?”

Sohail sighed. “Fine,” he said. “But if your mother asks after you, you better have another story to tell her.”

Roland clicked his tongue in mock disapproval. “Really, Sohail-ji, sending your son to place your bets for you.”

“What can I do, Bhuta?” Sohail replied mildly. “You know I cannot be seen there, or my lovely wife will cut off my balls and serve them to me for supper.”

Roland and Faquir had a good laugh at this, then moved off together when customers arrived at Sohail’s stall, seeking a map of Venkatapore. Faquir dropped the curtain between their smaller stall and Sohail’s, then flopped dramatically onto a large circular cushion. Roland took the other cushion across from Faquir, and for a moment, he felt as if he were a client of the scribe’s, about to dictate a letter to some lover, a young man perhaps waiting somewhere in the city. Instead, he said, “Between this Bishari and this play of yours… I can see you’ve been busy.”

“Oh, jaan, you have no idea,” Faquir replied. “The players are amateurs, not an ounce of real emotion between them. If I could, I would play all the roles myself.”

“I’m sure.”

“No matter though,” Faquir continued. “My words will be enough. There won’t be a dry eye in the square by the time the play is done.”

“Your banner is well-made,” Roland said. “A courtesan, I think? And… a prince?” He paused, then added quietly, “That’s a story we’ve both heard before.”

Faquir sat up, fingering their long braid. “Have you had any word from our prince?”

Roland shook his head. Bhediya Mukan. The House of Wolves. He only knew of one woman who would name a pleasure house thus; one woman with the blinding beauty and the connections to powerful men and the magic in her blood to survive the fire and the Sanamiri who had set it. “Have you had any word from our courtesan?”

Faquir regarded Roland for a long moment, and Roland could see them weighing the decision to share a secret with him. It was a look he got often, usually before he was hired to find something, or hide something, or steal something for someone with the means to pay for his service. Faquir leaned forward, their voice low. “I saw her. After Chandanee Mukan burned. She was here, in the market. She seemed… afraid. That was several days ago, and I haven’t seen her since.”

“Do you know where she went?”

“She was going to the Norvardarian embassy in the New City. That’s all I know.”

Roland hopped over the stall’s wooden ledge, but before he could go, Faquir stopped him with a hand over his. “Will you come to my play, Bhuta?”

Roland bent his head to kiss the back of their hand. When he withdrew, a pink hibiscus, pinched from an unwitting flower seller, bloomed from Faquir’s wrist, its stem threaded through their silver bangles. “I wouldn’t miss it,” he said, and disappeared into the market’s shifting crowds.

From the moment Roland crossed Beggar’s Bridge into the New City, he felt the orb in his satchel pulling him back. As had happened before, in Abhaya, it started with a faint burning in his fingertips, accompanied this time by an insistent pulse of light at the heart of the sandstone sphere. Roland paid the rickshaw driver and sent him on his way, but instead of continuing on foot toward the Norvardarian embassy, where he hoped he might find Bhediya alive and well after all, he returned to the bridge, where the feeling had first shot through his fingers, where the light in the red orb had first flared white. If he crossed back into the Old City, the orb dimmed and the burning faded. If he crossed the bridge, into the New City, the same thing happened. Roland stood in the center of the bridge, leaning on its wooden rail, waving off the beggar who approached with hand outstretched. Silently, he asked the orb, What do you want me to do?

Suddenly, Roland remembered that the last time he had been here had been with Akio. Before everything had gone to the realms of demons. He looked down into the canal water below. “Shall I jump?” He felt the orb dim without even looking. He reached into his satchel and pulled it out. The instant it was in his hand, cool and weightless, the images came in flashes, almost too fast to see. The tunnels. The Sanamirian embassy. Akio. Alive, but in pain, such terrible pain. Fuck, he thought. I’d rather jump.

Instead, he crossed the bridge and went home. He bathed and drank what was left of a bottle of sour wine. He retrieved his map of the tunnels from the compartment in the wall. He sharpened his knives. Then he sat on the roof, smoking and watching the sun go down. Finally, he stood and began the climb down the ladder. For a moment, he paused—then pulled from his satchel his wooden wren. There would be no more flying away. But perhaps, tonight, one last flight. He left the carved bird on the edge of the roof and headed back to Beggar’s Bridge.

In the cold and damp of the tunnels, his clothes wet and rank with canal water and his only light a small sandstone orb whose dim glow was all but swallowed by the consuming dark, Roland began to regret his decision. “Why me?” he grumbled at the orb, holding it to Sohail’s map and trying to get his bearings. The last thing he needed was to get lost in this fucking place. “If you need a thief, I’m your man. If you need a vessel of the goddess, I’m sorry to say, I’m the wrong fucking choice.” The orb flickered in his hand, and Roland got the distinct impression that the stone was laughing at him. “At least one of us is enjoying this,” he said, then shook his head. “Now I talk to rocks.” The orb flared, indignant. “Divine rocks.” He watched the orb, expecting a response, but it wasn’t the voice of the goddess he heard—it was the voices of men. Not men, Roland realized, as he froze in place and listened. Elves.

He ducked around a corner and crouched, his hand on his blade, the orb and its light hidden in his satchel. Four Sanamiri marched past: two carrying torches, two following and dragging between them a dead woman. “But what is it really?” one asked the other. “Because from what I’ve heard, the only weapon the wind has to crack Astirakhanda’s shield… is dust.”

“Not just dust,” the other elf replied. “Agni-raakh. The crimson ash.”

Another of them scoffed at this. “Doesn’t exist.”

The first who had spoken pressed on. “Have you seen it?”

“The emperor has seen it,” came the reply. “And Ontorom sees all.”

“I don’t need to see it,” one of the torchbearers said. “I have a wife and three babes at home. As long as the king finds fodder for his weapon outside of our enclaves, I don’t need to know a damn thing about what he’s doing behind his palace walls. If it pleases Ontorom to see it done, all the better.”

Their voices and their light faded, and Roland retrieved map and orb, following both to the place marked on the map with a carefully drawn three-headed serpent entwined around a sword. He ran his fingers along the stone wall, feeling for one that was smoother than the rest that would lead him into the Sanamirian embassy. He found it and took a breath. By Her grace, he thought, and pushed on the stone.

The cellar was as he remembered, vast and dim and stacked with crates. The pull of the orb was impossible to ignore now, and Roland followed it, up the cellar stairs, until he met stark white marble floors carved into narrow winding halls, flanked oppressively by the black-paneled walls of the Sanamirian embassy. There were no ornaments, no alcoves, nowhere to hide—and Roland found himself discovered almost at once. The Sanamiri who spotted him was feminine of feature, her wispy hair knotted into a too-tight bun. She appeared startled to see him there, calling out, “You there, stop where you are!” Roland had a knife in his hand and was ready to hurl it, but halted a half-second before letting it loose, surprised into stillness as the elf sank to her knees, her expression rapt. “Forgive me,” she said. “I did not recognize you”—she curled a thin lip—“in this human form.”

Roland sheathed the knife, then touched his hand to his face, his chest. He seemed to be still very much himself, yet this elf clearly saw someone else in his place. “Who do you think I am?” Roland asked. But she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at the orb.

“Mighty Lord Ontorom in his infinite generosity has prepared a place of such honor for you, Goddess, at his side, where you belong. We have waited so long for you to wake. The final blast is upon us, and then not just Nandapore but the entire empire will be as it once was. A paradise once more.” The elf rose, black eyes wide in her pale face. “Shall I take you to Lord Ontorom’s altar now?” She took a step toward Roland, reaching out for the orb.

Roland backed away. Akio, he thought. Akio first. The orb pulsed with light and the Sanamiri frowned, as if the orb had spoken directly to her. “I am not permitted to see the prisoner. Only those chosen for the king’s War Council are allowed to—” The orb flared, its light taking on a red hue, and the elf flinched, as though struck by an invisible hand. “Forgive me,” she said again, bowing her head. “I will take you to the place where he is kept.”

Roland followed her through the maze of white halls, each one seemingly identical to the next, no markers that Roland could see to remember the way they had come, or to guess the way they were going. They came to steps, going down not to a cellar but to an iron door. “I can go with you no farther,” the elf said. “For our part in what has come to pass, we must make amends. What has been released, we must return.” She smiled then, radiant for a moment. “To go forward, we must go back. For the good of the empire.”

Roland descended and reached out to try the handle of the door, but before he could touch it, it turned, slowly, of its own accord. The orb pulsed, and the door inched unwillingly open. On the other side, Roland found another long marble hallway, black doors evenly spaced on either side. One door, at the end of the hallway, was ajar. He crept toward it, moving silently, back to the wall. Then, with heart pounding in his chest, a knife in one hand and the orb in the other, Roland leaned forward to see what he could see.

First, he saw Akio, lying on the smooth marble floor, although Roland barely recognized him as the powerful Norvardarian he had first met. A bloodied loincloth was all that was left of his fine clothes. His hands were tightly bound and emanated a sickly green glow. His braids had been shorn, and in place of one eye was a raw wound, the flesh around it not merely burned but charred. Then the other man in the room came into view, leaning over Akio’s crumpled body. Even in profile, it was a face Roland knew well. But this was not the benevolent-seeming ruler Roland might have recognized from paintings and parades and a dozen royal banquets that Garjan had snuck him into dressed in some nobleman’s ridiculous garb. This was the true king of Nandapore, smiling as he turned Akio’s face with the toe of a slippered foot, then delivered a sharp kick that likely broke the elf’s nose.

King Pavanathan sidestepped the blood gushing onto the white floor, momentarily moving out of Roland’s view. But Roland could still hear the pleasure in his voice when he said, “I must confess, elf, I’m starting to enjoy our visits.” He knelt then, behind Akio’s head, where Roland could see him clearly again. “But I think it’s time to stop teasing each other like this, don’t you?” Without warning, he pressed his thumb into the blackened hole where Akio’s eye used to be, and Akio screamed in agony, his body writhing in pain. “I’ll ask you again,” Pavan said, his voice rising over Akio’s tortured moans. “Where is she? I know you were at the House of Moonlight when it burned, many witnesses have confirmed you were seen going there that night. You’ll find that I have eyes everywhere in this city, enough of them to know the whore didn’t burn with the whorehouse like she should have. I know you helped her escape. Tell me where she is and I will end your suffering.” When Akio said nothing, Pavan sighed and circled his body. He held Akio’s bound wrists with one hand, then slowly began bending one of his fingers backward, farther and a little farther still. “It’s not just that she’s a spellcaster, you know,” Pavan said, even as Akio struggled with futile desperation in Pavan’s grasp. “She’s been a thorn in my brother’s heart for far too long. I should have been rid of her long ago. But whores come and go… how was I to know this one would bewitch Garjan so?” He paused, waiting to see if Akio had any response to that, and when he did not, Pavan snapped his finger all the way back so that bone protruded through flesh. Akio opened his mouth as if he would scream again, but then his one eye rolled back in his head and he went blissfully limp. Pavan stood, smoothing his silk tunic. “Had enough for now, elf? Pity. No matter, we can continue this conversation tomorrow.”

The king turned, only to find a man with a knife and a rock blocking the door. “Who the fuck are you?” Pavan demanded.

Roland had gone up against bigger men before, but not like this. Not against kings. Not against monsters. He held out the orb in a shaking hand and hoped beyond hope that Pavan too might look at him and see a god. Pavan cocked his head at Roland, more confused than afraid. “Are you going to throw that stone at me?” he asked. Before Roland could answer, Pavan snatched the orb from his hand and hurled it past Roland, out the door and all the way down the hall. Then he was turning and picking Roland up and slamming him down hard on the marble floor. He brought one foot to rest on Roland’s neck and looked down at him, over one knee. “Give me one reason I shouldn’t kill you right now,” Pavan said. His tone was amused; the weight of his foot, deadly serious.

There were stars in Roland’s eyes. Every bone in his body felt rattled. He could barely breathe for the foot crushing his windpipe, but he managed to wheeze, “I’ll give you three.” His hand closed around the dagger at his belt, and he drove it into Pavan’s foot. The king stumbled back, roaring in pain and shock, and Roland scrambled to his feet, grabbing his other knife off the floor where it had fallen. “Number one,” he said, “I have a play to see.” Pavan pulled the dagger from his foot, blood pooling in one bejeweled slipper. He wasn’t amused anymore.

Roland flipped the knife in his hand. “Number two,” he said, “I have a debt to collect.” He threw the knife, aiming for the king’s heart, but it only sliced a hole in his tunic and clattered to the ground. Pavan tore the ruined tunic from his body to reveal the armored breastplate strapped to his chest. He lunged for Roland, dragging his wounded foot behind him, but Roland danced out of reach. He had one knife left, and he pulled it from his boot. “Number three,” he said, “I have a promise to keep.” Yash’s smile was in Roland’s head when he threw the knife at Pavan’s throat.

At the last second, the king raised his hand, so that the knife sliced through his forearm. Then he was barreling into Roland, throwing him into the unforgiving marble wall hard enough that Roland felt his shoulder pop out of place. The pain was breathtaking and would have brought him to his knees, but Pavan was lifting him up, wrapping both hands around his neck and squeezing. Roland’s feet scrabbled uselessly against the wall, an inch above the ground. The world around him began to go hazy and his eyes began to close.

What happened next seemed to Roland to be happening in a dream. One minute, Pavan’s face was inches from his, and the next, there was the snarl of a wild animal, the swipe of sharp claws, and a king rolling across the floor, his face bloodied by the leopard now prowling the room. Bleeding from face, arm, and foot, Pavan clutched the torn flesh of his cheek. For the first time, Roland saw fear in Pavan’s eyes. The king turned and fled. The leopard bared its teeth and bounded after him.

Roland hobbled to Akio’s side, clutching his injured shoulder. Every movement sent jolts of fresh pain coursing through his body. “Akio,” he said, kneeling in blood. “Akio, can you hear me?”

Akio’s one eye opened slowly and focused on Roland’s face. Through cracked lips, he said, “I heard you were a man who knows how to find things. Glad to see those rumors were true.”

Roland laughed, despite the pain, remembering his first conversation with Akio. “I think you owe me some coin,” he said. “And I’m doubling my fee.”

“Get away from him.”

Roland looked up to see a naked Norvardarian striding into the room, radiating power. She was muscular in form, with an intricate tattoo mimicking a henna design covering one leg, from toe to hip, the leopard hidden within it several times. There was something so familiar in the angles of her face, the timbre of her low voice. And in one hand, she was holding his orb. Roland struggled to stand. “That belongs to me,” he said. “Give it back.”

“I don’t think you are in any position to be giving orders to me,” she said. “Whoever you are.”

“Ixara, leave him,” Akio said. “I know this man.”

At the sound of Akio’s voice, Ixara dropped the orb and sank to her knees, searching Akio’s face. “Father,” she said, the word breaking as she spoke it. “What have they done to you?” Blue sparks blazed from her fingers, severing the rope that bound Akio’s wrists. She covered his mangled finger with both hands and bowed her head so that her long braids, threaded through with gold, fell around them both, like a curtain. She was whispering fast words, blue sparks flashing, and when she sat up, Roland saw that Akio’s skin no longer gleamed green and that his broken finger was once again whole, ringed now in blue light. She did the same again with Akio’s broken nose.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Akio said weakly. “I told you to stay out of the tunnels.”

“I seem to remember telling you the same,” she retorted.

Roland moved slowly, wincing with every step, and bent to retrieve the orb and his fallen satchel. “Any chance you’ve got healing powers?” he asked the sandstone sphere. It pulsed softly, still weightless, but did nothing to help. “Didn’t think so.”

Ixara was looking at her father’s burned eye. “I can’t heal this here,” she said. “We have to get you home.” She picked up Pavan’s torn tunic and ripped it into pieces, wrapping one around her waist, so it made a kind of half-skirt, and the other around slight breasts, knotting it firmly behind her back. All three of them heard the sound of muffled shouting from down the hall. “I’ve enchanted the iron door, but it won’t hold,” she said. She bent to put an arm around Akio. “Father, can you stand?”

Painstakingly, with Ixara’s help, Akio got to his feet. “There’s no way out.”

“There’s always a way out,” Roland and Ixara said in unison. He raised an eyebrow at her, and she scowled at him.

“Ixara, these walls are solid marble,” Akio said.

She nodded, running her hand along the wall farthest from the door. “And what is marble but rock? And what is rock but solidified earth?” She placed both palms flush to the wall. “There’s elemental energy here yet.” Blue light seeped from her hands into the wall, setting the white marble aglow. She groaned with the effort of her task, and Roland watched as cracks began to form, the marble dissolving into them and spilling onto the floor in a torrent of sparkling white dust. Akio joined her, flexing his fingers and placing his hands on top of hers. His wrists were raw where the rope had cut into them and the light he summoned to mingle with Ixara’s was weak, but together, it was enough to open a hole in the wall big enough for all three of them to slip through.

Then they were in the tunnels again, and even with the orb in his hand, Roland found he could not stop shaking, perhaps from fear, perhaps from pain, perhaps from too much magic in one day for his mind to process. Following Ixara’s lead, Roland and Akio both struggled to keep up with her pace. “I thought your story about a daughter who wanted a diamond was a fiction,” Roland said to Akio as they moved. Talking was at least some distraction from the throbbing of his shoulder.

“The diamond was a fiction,” Akio replied. “The daughter who is endlessly disappointed in me was not.”

The tunnels led them back to the Norvardarian embassy, and in the commotion that followed Akio’s return, Roland was forgotten, left alone on a bench in the embassy’s front hall. He touched his shoulder gingerly. It needed to be reset. He knew how to do it. He also knew how much it would fucking hurt.

“Still here, human?” Roland looked up to find Ixara coming toward him. She had changed into a green silk tunic belted with pearls and was appraising him coolly. She might have been only a diplomat’s daughter, but she carried herself like royalty. “May I know the name of the idiot who got my father into this mess?”

“They call me Bhu—” he began, but she was watching him with her glittering green eyes. If he hadn’t dreamed it, he was almost certain she had arrived in Akio’s cell as a leopard and left as a woman. There was a wildness to her beauty, a sharp edge to the feline grace of her movements that suggested low tolerance for riddles or lies. “Roland,” he said. “At your service.”

“You’re in pain.” There was no pity in the words; it was merely an observation.

Roland tried to smile. “I don’t suppose you want to use any of that healing magic on me.”

She looked at his shoulder, then at his face. “Give me your hand.”

Roland slowly lifted his injured arm, the pain of the movement bringing tears to his eyes. She grasped his wrist, then braced herself against his other shoulder. Then pulled. Hard.

“Fuck!” Roland screamed as his shoulder locked back into place. It was still sore to touch, but the unbearable, jarring pain of the dislocated joint was gone.

Her lips twitched. “See?” she said. “Magic.”

“Thanks,” he muttered.

She took a step back. “I take it you’re waiting for payment,” she said. “What did my father promise you in return for nearly getting him killed?”

Still rubbing his shoulder, Roland replied, “Actually, I’m looking for someone. A… friend of your father’s. I think she may have come here, looking for him.”

“A ghost among elves? What a wonder.” The woman who spoke from the shadows behind Ixara was someone Roland knew, but also was not. This woman wore no ankle bells, no paint on her face, no flowers in her hair. She wore a simple silk tunic and fitted trousers, which was perhaps the most clothed Roland had ever seen her. And around her neck, she wore the head of a wolf with one ruby eye, hanging from a silver chain.

Roland’s fingers were burning. In his bag, he could feel the orb pulsing. He remembered Queen Suvarnatara’s last words before cutting her own throat. The stars are bright and the sword is near. And the wolf… the wolf is awake. “Hello, Bhediya.”

“Hello, Roland,” Bhediya replied. She crossed the hall and embraced him. Her eyes were warm amber, and he could see the questions within them. And he had some questions of his own. She extended her hand and inclined her head. An invitation. “Come,” she said. “Let’s talk.”







CHAPTER 25
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TAARA

A swirling mist. The chime of anklets in burning grass.

A bird in a cage. Stay and you will sing for me.

Stay with me, my songbird, my love.

Stay…

Taara sat up slowly in the back of the wagon as the dream drifted away. A different dream now than the one she knew so well, the dream so full of Payal’s sweet voice. In this new dream, the only voice she heard was her own.

She peered through a crack in the covered wagon’s tarp and took in her first sight of Nandapore. Despite her misgivings, Taara was impressed. The streets were wide and clean, the shops they passed busy in an orderly way. Taara took in the fine estates in even rows, the imposing-looking buildings of state, teahouses from which the sweet aroma of baked goods and spiced tea wafted into the wagon, and a shimmering blue temple surrounded by a moat. She turned to look at Garjan, expecting him to be eagerly taking in the sights of home through the tarp as well, but found him examining the sword in his lap instead. They hadn’t spoken since he and Payal had returned from the valley together, but now Payal rode at Takashi’s side, draped in his hooded cloak, while she and Garjan remained concealed in the wagon together.

Taara cleared her throat. “A gift from Takashi?” she asked. She knew nothing about swords, nor if the one Garjan held was a good one or not. “It’s very nice.”

Garjan frowned, lifting the sword so that its tip pointed straight up, nearly touching the tarp above them. “It’s strange,” he said, more to himself than to her. “A sword this size… it should be heavy. But it feels almost… weightless.” He looked at Taara, then turned the weapon, extending its hilt to her. “Here,” he said. “You try.”

“Oh, I…” Taara didn’t know how to say I’ve never held a sword before. It was yet another reminder of how woefully inexperienced of the world she truly was. So she grasped the offered hilt with both hands, above where Garjan held it in one fist. As soon as he let go, the unexpected weight of the weapon pulled Taara’s arms to the wagon floor. She didn’t drop it, but it was a strain to hold up and would have been impossible for her to swing. She glared at Garjan. “Weightless, is it?” she said, thinking herself the butt of a joke.

He only took the sword back, staring at it thoughtfully. “No,” he said. “I suppose not.”

“Pardon the interruption, but where does the newlywed couple wish to go?” Takashi’s voice, calling from his horse, made Taara look up.

Without hesitation, she replied, “Nandapore Palace.”

“No,” Garjan called back. To Taara, he said, “Not yet.”

Taara narrowed her eyes at him, irritation making her temper flare. In all their years together, she had never once heard her father question her mother’s commands. “And what do you suggest, husband?”

Garjan sheathed the sword, still thinking, still considering. “I have a friend. If anyone might know what’s going on in the city, if anything has been amiss, it would be him. We should find him, find out as much as we can before making a move.”

“And who exactly is this friend of yours?”

“He’s…” Garjan scratched his chin where stubble shaded the line of his jaw. “Well, he’s a thief.”

“A thief,” Taara repeated.

“We can’t just storm the palace in the middle of the day, Taara,” Garjan said. “It’s not like the Red Palace—it’s double the size at least. There are guards and servants and guests everywhere, all the time. My brother is never alone. I was meant to send word from Samjaya and didn’t—he’ll already be suspicious. I have no reason to return, unannounced.” Garjan paused, his voice a little quieter when he added, “Uninvited.” He looked at Taara and said, “It will be easier to get in unnoticed at night, when there are fewer people about. I have some experience sneaking in and out of the palace, but even still, the more information we have about what we might find once we get there, the better. So, unless you’re ready to take down a good many armed guards and who knows how many others with your bare hands—” He paused, glancing at the slightly faded lotus stained in henna on Taara’s palm. “I suggest we find Roland. Take some time to rest, to plan…” His eyes darted in the direction of Payal’s horse. “To say goodbye. Then we go to the palace.”

Taara took a deep breath. Of course he was right, of course he would know better than she what to do, how to do it. Taara clasped her hands tightly in her lap, feeling stupid and small. “All right,” she said.

The wagon slowed, and Taara saw they had come to a bridge. “Well?” Takashi asked. “Nandapore Palace? Or…?”

“Cross the bridge into the Old City,” Garjan called back. “Follow the main road toward the market, then follow the signposts leading to the port. There’s a house halfway down the hill—I don’t know if my friend will be there, but he used to keep a key in the wall.”

They crossed the bridge and, all at once, the streets narrowed and the buildings they passed seemed to fade and crumble, leaving Taara to wonder if they were still in the same city. Crossing that bridge had the same effect as flipping a coin: one side of it pretty and polished, the other tarnished enough to stain your fingers if you touched it too long. Taara gripped the edge of the wagon as it bumped along the poorly kept road. The smell of piss and smoke combined made her recoil, and she lifted the edge of her sari to cover her nose. When she looked across the wagon at her husband, she saw that his cheek was pressed to the tarp, his sword forgotten, a smile dancing on his lips. The light in his eyes said, Now I’m home.

Halfway down the hill, he called to Takashi to stop and he climbed down from the wagon, turning to offer Taara his hand, helping her balance as she too climbed down, awkward in her heavy silk. Taara’s attire, meant for an audience with the emperor and evenings at the Samjayan court, was better suited to palaces and palanquins, not valleys and taverns and wagons and now—Taara looked up dubiously at the ramshackle house before her—a thief’s abode.

An older man, gaunt save for the potbelly hanging over a betel-stained dhoti, leaned against the doorframe, smoking a bhang roll. “Is that your friend?” Taara asked. She sincerely hoped the answer was no.

Garjan shook his head at her, even as he raised a hand in greeting. “Hello, Vishal-ji,” he called. He reached up for Payal, meaning to help her down from her saddle, but she swung down on her own, bare feet landing solidly in the dust. Over his shoulder, Garjan said, “Your house still haunted these days, bhai?” Taara frowned, not sure if she had heard correctly. Garjan circled in front of the horses to talk to Takashi, and Taara watched them exchange a few words before Takashi pulled away from the house, both sets of reins in his scaled hand. The wagon slowly disappeared toward the water that Taara could see in the distance. The sea, Taara thought. It was the same Masinian that bordered Abhaya, but as Taara breathed in, she could smell nothing of salt or sand. There was nothing here in Nandapore that felt like home.

The man eyed the trio in front of his house through bloodshot eyes. He made Taara uneasy. He spat once—a foul, blackened glob that landed by the roadside—then said, “How do I know if that piece of shit Bhuta comes or goes? You have some… business with him, I take it?”

“Something like that,” Garjan replied, his smile disarming. “Do you mind if we take a look?” But he was already halfway up the ladder leaning against the side of the house. Friendly, Taara realized, but fully in command. A prince in his own kingdom again.

Garjan disappeared over the edge of the roof, and within a few minutes appeared again behind Vishal, inside the house. He ducked to get under the doorframe, clapping Vishal on the back and beckoning Payal and Taara in. “Unfortunately, my friend isn’t here at the moment,” he said. “But we’ll wait for him. If that’s all right with you?” He directed the question at Vishal, but it wasn’t much of a question at all. He ushered the women into the house, past piles of half-woven baskets and colorful straw mats, up creaking stairs, and into a sparse room, closing the door behind them. The hatch he had come through, leading from the roof into the room, was still swung open, and Taara looked up at a square of gray sky—and felt a raindrop hit her nose. It had been like this since they left the valley—drop by drop falling, as if the sky had sprung a small leak.

Taara looked around, although there wasn’t much to see. A basket of dirty clothes, a pile of empty bottles, a few dusty shelves stacked with even dustier dishes, and a simple bed. “This friend of yours doesn’t have much in the world, does he?” It was Payal who spoke, her anklets chiming softly as she wandered from wall to wall.

“Maybe he’s not a very good thief,” Taara said, arms folded, looking at Garjan. What now?

He ran a hand through his hair, thinking. “I know a few places where he might be. I’ll go look for him.”

“We’ll come with you,” Taara said.

“No,” Garjan countered. “I’m trying to attract as little attention as possible and you…” He looked Taara up and down pointedly. “You don’t exactly make that easy. It’s safer for you here.”

Payal sat cross-legged on the floor and dumped out her travel sack. “Takashi left us with food anyway,” she said. “Which is more than I can say for your friend, Highness.”

Garjan knelt next to Payal, closer than he had to be. “You don’t have to call me that anymore,” he told her. Taara was taken aback by the intimacy in her husband’s voice. Taken aback, and then taken by surprise by the sting of her own fierce jealousy as his hand brushed Payal’s when he picked up a handful of the dried dates she had spilled on the floor. “Just Garjan will do.”

“Your brother might not approve of that,” Payal replied. Taara saw their eyes meet and her hands curled into fists at her side, desperate to shatter this new connection between them.

“All the more reason, then,” Garjan said, dimples flashing as he popped the fruits into his mouth.

“Are you sure we’ll be safe alone here… with him?” Taara said, casting her eyes downward. It was true she didn’t care for this Vishal who lived here, but it was also true that she would have said anything to create an interruption. “He didn’t seem to have much reverence for his prince.” She felt the lotus in her palm begin to glow, felt the rush of divinity at her command. “I could… get rid of him,” she said. For once, she felt useful. Powerful. Cruel.

Garjan stood, licking his fingers. “He’s harmless,” he said. “And by the smell of him, far enough into the bottle that he wouldn’t recognize Lord Mahada himself if he showed up on the doorstep. Just… don’t open the door and you’ll be fine.” He was replying to Taara but looking at Payal, leaving his wife out of the conversation again.

“I’ve dealt with my share of drunks before,” Payal said. She gave him a nod. “Go.”

With a bag slung across his body and Takashi’s sword at his side, Garjan dragged the waist-high stool from the corner of the room to the center, climbed on, then hoisted himself onto the roof and was gone.

Payal added water from the tap she discovered on the roof to the pouches of millet mixed with salt and spices that Takashi had prepared. There was no way to cook it, so she simply let it soak, then added what was left of their dates and nuts and poured the porridge-like mixture into two bowls pulled from the shelves and rinsed mostly clean. They ate in silence, even though there was so much Taara wanted to say. In the end, it was Payal who spoke first. “You can ask me about it,” she said. “If you want to know.”

Taara picked at her food and feigned ignorance. “Ask you about what?”

Payal shrugged. “How it was with Garjan. Or with Takashi. Or with anyone else you’re curious about.” Taara closed her eyes. She did want to know, and she didn’t. Mostly, she wanted to be enough. More than enough, she wanted to be everything. The way Payal felt like everything to her. She felt Payal shift closer, felt a curl brushed back from her face. She turned her head without opening her eyes and Payal’s mouth was there, open and inviting. Taara leaned into the kiss, wanting more. “Do you secretly hope it was horrible?” Payal asked softly, hands moving deftly to unpin and unwind the silk sari from Taara’s body. “Do you want me to say I hated every moment while your husband was inside me?”

“For your sake, no,” Taara replied. “But for mine… maybe.”

And then she was lost to Payal’s caress, to the mouth that closed on a pert nipple, to the fingers dancing playfully, and then purposefully, between her legs, to the voice in her ear whispering Do you know you are perfection, my queen? Do you know how I love your scent, your taste? It was easy to find release like that, wrapped up in each other in a stranger’s bed. But it happened too quickly, a breathless rush of pleasure that left Taara still digging her nails into Payal’s skin, still grinding her hips into Payal’s thighs, left bare where her rumpled sari had come loose from the underskirt bunched around her waist.

“More,” Taara whispered. Then, “Closer.” Then, “Please.”

“Closer than this?” Payal said, a smile in the words. “I can’t be any closer… without being inside you.”

“Then be inside me.” Taara met Payal’s gaze and felt one long finger circling and circling, her sex still soaked, her thighs shaking, as Payal hooked one of them over her hip. She let the pleasure rebuild slowly, until Taara was mewling, bucking into her, past the point of words. Then, she slid that finger inside. Taara’s mouth opened in a silent gasp, and Payal seized it, kissing her and adding a second finger to the first, pushing in, curling, coaxing her to come again. If there was pain in the moment, Taara was beyond it, already too close to another peak to care about anything else. It was only after she came and Payal pulled her from the bed, naked and protesting, to wash in the frigid water dribbling from the rooftop tap, that Taara noticed, when they returned to the room, the faint smear of blood on the bedcover. She remembered then that first night with Garjan—or without him. Her bloodied sheets and his bandaged arm. His quiet words as they had sat together at the Queen’s Council table. I’ll always protect you. She hadn’t understood his meaning at the time, but now she knew enough to know what he had done for her. Taara sighed. Her husband was a hard man to hate, though it was a tempting thing to let herself do.

Day passed into night, and Payal lit the only lamp in the room. Outside, the sky still spat fat drops, intermittently, undecided. Neither Garjan nor his friend returned, and Payal and Taara finished the food, then curled up together in the bed. Taara fell asleep to the gentle melody Payal sang into her hair, fingers toying with the harem chain Payal still wore around her waist. The design of it was delicate, the gold pure. Some part of Taara yearned to break the chain altogether—to see if the love Payal professed was real or merely purchased. As her eyes closed, her grip tightened on the chain, and another part of her, a deeper part where her love ran dark and determined, swore to keep this woman chained to her forever, whatever it took.

The next morning, when Garjan still hadn’t returned, Payal made the decision to go look for him. Or at least, she said, to find some breakfast. They had woken to the sounds of a drunken fight between Vishal and his wife, and neither Taara nor Payal was eager to venture down the stairs to test how far their hosts’ hospitality ran. Payal tried to convince Taara to stay in the room, but Taara was having none of it. “If you go, I go with you,” she said. So they both climbed out of the hatch, and down the ladder—Payal quickly and carelessly, as if she had been climbing out of hatches and down rickety ladders all her life; Taara slowly and nervously, her breathing labored by the time she set both slippered feet down in the dirt. “Where to?” she asked.

Payal grinned. “When in doubt, go to the market. Best place in the city to hide in plain sight… and get the best gossip.” They hitched a ride on the back of a fish cart, the heads and the skins and the smell together making Taara feel nauseous. When they arrived at the market, she slumped against a post, swallowing back the bile that threatened to rise in her throat. Payal touched her cheek. “Are you well, Highness?”

Taara nodded. Then shook her head. She didn’t know if she was well or not. But she was starting to think it was more than the market making her stomach churn so, making her head ache, making her hand burn. It was the city itself. And whatever its king and his weapon were doing to it. “Some tea, perhaps,” she murmured, thinking of Bala. Thinking of home.

“Stay here,” Payal said, and disappeared into the crowd.

Despite being day, the sky was dark enough to suggest dusk, the clouds thick with rolling thunder. Taara reached out with one hand, palm up, her lotus thirsty for rain, fading a little more every day.

“Are you in the play?” Taara looked down to find a young girl staring at her. “Who are you supposed to be?” Remembering her experience with children in Samjaya, Taara stiffened, pulling her hand back in, but the girl’s quick dark eyes fell on Taara’s lotus hand and lit up with recognition. “Oh, you’re meant to be Goddess Yusara.”

“I’m not—” Taara began, but the girl was already placing a coin at Taara’s feet. Her long braids fell past her waist, shining and well tended, and Taara saw that the tunic and leggings she wore were made of fine silk. An elf, she realized.

“Maitreyi-ji says it’s a sin to buy a blessing, but if I fail my tier-three spells again, my parents might actually trade me to the realms of demons. So, sin or not, I’ll take the blessing.” Then she leaned in a little and added, “I know you’re not the real goddess, but this enchantment you’re wearing… it’s not elemental magic, is it? It’s the kind from up there.” She pointed knowingly at the sky. “That’s all I need, just a little divine push in the right direction.” She closed her eyes, expectant. “Go on, then,” she said. “Bless me.”

Taara didn’t realize she was moving until her palm made contact with the cool black skin of the girl’s forehead. And in that moment, the same vision she and Garjan had shared exploded behind her eyes: Nandapore engulfed in flames, the world cracked open to its core in a king’s search for magic he could control. And then her mother—Make of the wind a stone and the world will sleep in peace. If what dwells in the darkness of Nandapore’s heart is kissed by crimson ash, the war begins—and blood and blood and blood. A sword and a sandstone orb. A leopard and a wolf. And at the last, only her, standing against a god. The emperor’s face again, merged with Ontorom’s, rising above the carnage, rising against her. Taara squinted through the smoke swirling around her on every side, blinding her, choking her. She blinked. Was she standing against him? She blinked again. Or was she standing… with him?

The vision ended abruptly when Taara’s contact with the girl was broken by a hand pulling her back, out of Taara’s reach. Taara was left with arm extended, gulping in mouthfuls of air, while the girl stared up at her with wide eyes. “That was a good blessing,” she said.

Behind her, an elvenkind elder was glaring at Taara, one hand placed protectively on the girl’s shoulder. Her voice was clipped and curt when she said, “You must be cursed with stupidity to channel magic so openly, girl. Or maybe you truly believe yourself blessed by a connection to divine grace. Either way, I suggest you return my pupil’s coin and we’ll be on our way.”

Taara tried to breathe, to focus. She looked at the lotus her mother had drawn on her hand. Its lines seemed firmer now, its color as rich and dark as the day Taara had left Abhaya in tears, as if contact with the girl had strengthened its will. It was pulling at her, pulling a ridiculous question out of her mouth. She picked up the girl’s coin and offered it back to her. “Do you know where I can find leopards in Nandapore?” she asked. “A leopard… and a wolf?”

Something in the elder’s eyes shifted. “Who are you?”

“What business is that of yours?” Payal demanded as she rounded the corner, two tin cups of tea in hand.

But the elder paid Payal no mind. She was still focused on Taara. The hairs on the back of Taara’s neck stood on end, and she felt like a small animal that had been well hidden but now had been spotted by something bigger. Something with sharper teeth. “Perhaps you ought to come with us,” the elder said, lips pursed. She began walking away, and Taara, not sure if she was obeying the elf or the lotus, followed.

“Highness… Taara, what’s going on? Who are they? Where are you going?” Payal, who usually seemed unflappable, now seemed genuinely afraid.

Over her shoulder, the elder said to Payal, “Not you. Just her.”

Payal began to protest, but Taara pulled her in close. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “Go back to the house and wait for Garjan. It’s not safe for you alone out here.”

Payal’s fingers combed through Taara’s curls. “What happened to ‘if you go, I go with you’?”

“I don’t think you can go with me where I’m going,” Taara said. And then she found Payal’s mouth and kissed her. The whole market could have watched her do it and she wouldn’t have cared or stopped or felt ashamed. “This is not goodbye,” she whispered. Quickly, she made the sign of the goddess, circling Payal’s head and then pressing her lotus palm to Payal’s heart, as if she could leave its imprint there. “I love you,” she said, and backed away, following elvenkind strangers to the market’s edge, where a palanquin painted in gold and draped in black silk was waiting.

Taara looked around the long table at the four faces—two humans and two elves—staring back at her, and it was like being back in Abhaya, back in her mother’s seat at the head of the Queen’s Council, wanting to speak, not knowing what to say. She felt like a child who had been dressed up as a queen and let into some secret adult meeting, only now found out to be a fraud. She cleared her throat. “You must be wondering who I am and why I’m here,” she said. She drew herself up taller, imagined the golden crown of Abhaya on her head. Then, in her mind, it became the goddess’s crown of flames. One and the same all along. “I am the daughter of Queen Suvarnatara of Abhaya, who, as I’m sure you know, is very ill. I sit on Abhaya’s throne now. My name is Queen Taaratajini, and I have come to Nandapore because I believe your city is in danger.”

The beautiful woman across the table gasped. “You’re the queen?”

Taara saw the necklace she wore, but even without it, she would have known from the way the lotus in her palm pulled them together, power seeking power, two parts of a whole. A sword and a sandstone orb. A leopard and a wolf. Taara felt the pieces of her vision falling into place even as she spoke. “And you’re the wolf,” she said. “You’re Bhediya.”

Bhediya’s brow furrowed at you’re the wolf, as though she had not expected to be called so. Or perhaps to be recognized. But she only nodded, then asked, “Queen Taaratajini, did you come to Nandapore alone?”

There was so much hope in the question. And fear. And love. Taara could see it now. So this was the woman Garjan was so desperate to save. Looking at her, Taara could see why. “I came with… my chambermaid. And my husband. We went to Samjaya first, to meet with the emperor. But he wasn’t there. Only Sanamiri are left. And… a darkness. Like something terrible happened there and the entire court left in a hurry.”

“Why not go back to Abhaya?” It was an elf who spoke. He had one eye covered by a patch, and his head was wrapped in a blue silk scarf to match the blue tunic he wore. His voice was rich and deep, his posture in the cushioned chair relaxed. Something about him reminded Taara of her father. “Forgive me for saying so, Highness, but Abhaya has never cared much about the goings-on outside her borders. What danger would be worth coming here instead of going home?”

“A danger that will spread,” Taara said. “If we don’t stop it.”

“We?” This from the other elf, the elder from the market. “You came here looking for leopards and wolves, so you say, channeling magic in public like a damn fool. Yet Abhaya has always shunned spellcasters. Stoned them to death, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Maitreyi, enough,” the elf in blue said, but she continued.

“The goddess will provide—isn’t that so? Where is your goddess now, Queen Taaratajini? Why not call Her divine grace forth to stop this danger you so kindly came to warn us of?”

Taara’s fists clenched at this crone elf’s condescending tone. It would be so easy to do it, so tempting to show all of them staring at her with their doubting eyes what divine grace really looked like. That’s not what I’m here for, she reminded herself. That’s not who I am. Instead, she recited from memory the letter Pavan had meant for the emperor, every word still burning in her mind. “Abhaya is ours,” she began. “I deliver her new queen into your hands, as promised.” The faces around the table changed from confusion to alarm as she spoke. “But when we blast the world open for the last time and power is there for the taking, he will not refuse.” She closed her eyes, remembering the last lines, the lines about her husband. “He is Nandapore, and Nandapore stands ready for your command.”

“The weapon that will open the world…” Bhediya repeated the words from Pavan’s letter. “He will try to take magic that isn’t meant for him from the heart of Astirakhanda itself. Humans tried it once, a long time ago. An elf told me that. He also predicted that we would try again.” She paused, then added, “And then he attempted to murder me in my home.”

“The elemental magic was never meant for any of you,” Maitreyi snapped. “Fusing it with human blood was Yusara’s mistake. The Sanamiri have been talking about a reset, a return to an Era of Gods ever since that day.” Her expression turned thoughtful. “Another blast could do it.”

“We have to stop it,” the elf in blue said.

“But if it were controlled, Akio, if we knew what this weapon is, what it can do…”

“There’s no going back, Maitreyi,” Akio said. Addressing the whole table, he continued, “There was a time once, so they say, an era long ago, when elves and gods and animals all shared Astirakhanda freely and shifted from form to form as they pleased. After the Great Blast, the power to shift between forms was retained by women alone, just as Yusara gave the elemental magic to women alone. We have long suspected that this is part of why the Sanamiri want a return to the time before—when all elvenkind had this power. This freedom.”

“This right,” Maitreyi said.

“But Ontorom is a creator god,” Akio said, ignoring her. “The destruction another blast would cause, the suffering, the death… that cannot be his will.”

“We cannot know the will of gods,” Maitreyi said, unyielding.

“Agni-raakh,” the man at the table said, and both elves turned to look at him sharply. “Does that mean anything to anybody?”

“It means fire-ash in the common tongue,” Akio said. “It’s from an elvenkind myth. They say the souls of the elvenkind who died unjustly in the Great Blast burned so fiercely for vengeance that the ashes from their pyres turned red, and when the wind scattered them, they burned through anything they touched—steel, stone, flesh. Some say it was the Agni-raakh that burned the tunnels under the city into existence on its way to the realms of demons. But it’s just a story. Agni-raakh doesn’t exist.”

“What if it did?” the man said.

“Then we’d really be fucked,” Akio said, but he smiled as he said it.

“So, Pavan wants the elemental magic and to rid the city of spellcasters, the Sanamiri want their return to some perfect past, we don’t know what the gods want, if gods there be,” Bhediya said. “That leaves the emperor. What does he want in all this?”

Taara thought of the emperor in her vision, riding the three-headed snake, no longer a man, but a god. She thought of his missing wife. She thought of the thing Garjan had become in Samjaya, crouching on the floor. You will be mine. Or you will be dust. “I think he wants me,” Taara said, but no one was listening to her.

“He wants a war,” the man said.

“Nobody’s going to war,” Akio said, ever the diplomat, holding up his hands. “And there is no weapon that can open the world. In this quest, the wind blows without direction. Our bigger concern is this talk of Ontorom breathing life into their legions…”

“Our bigger concern,” Bhediya interrupted him, “is that every day the king lives, he will continue to cleanse Nandapore of spellcasters.” She looked around the table. “If he has this weapon, we need to destroy it. And we need to destroy him.” She paused, then said, “It is only together that we will make dust of the wind.”

“That’s right,” the pale-faced man next to her said. He seemed to be trying to remember something told to him as he began, “Make of the wind a stone and the world will sleep in peace…” As he spoke, he slowly withdrew from his satchel a sandstone orb pulsing with light.

Taara couldn’t help but move toward it, pulled by a force greater than herself. She placed her hand on top of it and there was her mother’s voice again, so clear, just as she had heard it in the market. Make of the wind a stone and the world will sleep in peace. She met the man’s eyes and said, “If what dwells in the darkness of Nandapore’s heart is kissed by crimson ash, the war begins.”

Bhediya reached out and placed her hand on top of Taara’s, so all three of them touched the orb: three parts of a whole. It flared hot and bright, and then all around them, the room went up in flames. The windows shattered and molten red lava flooded in, laced through with glittering threads of white light. Akio and Maitreyi burned where they sat, unmoving, unfeeling.

“This isn’t real,” Bhediya said, although the heat of the flames that engulfed the table and encircled them felt real enough.

Taara closed her eyes, let the grace of the goddess flow through her, gathering in the lotus on her palm and then unfurling from the orb, like a flower formed from soft golden light. It bathed the walls of the room, dousing the flames where they met, ricocheting off the gold flecks in the dark stone so that for a moment, the room seemed filled with falling stars. Then the orb flickered and dimmed, and the room was exactly as it had been, Maitreyi and Akio unharmed, all trace of fire and stars gone.

“It will be,” Taara said. “If we don’t stop it, it will be very real, very quickly.”

“You are no spellcaster, Queen Taaratajini,” Bhediya said, amber eyes appraising. “I heard a story once about a goddess who sleeps under a city. This city. Abhaya is favored by Her grace, is it not? And perhaps… its queen is too?”

“An incarnation of the goddess,” Akio said, and Taara was surprised to hear the reverence usually reserved for her mother in his tone.

“Or a vessel,” the man said, looking shaken. “Maybe that’s why She brought us together. Maybe that’s how we make of the wind a stone.”

“There are four incarnations of the goddess,” Maitreyi said. “Four parts to make Her whole. And you”—her cold gaze moved from human to human to human—“are only three.”

Taara turned over her palm, looking at the lotus Queen Suvarnatara had drawn there. It had protected her, guided her, been with her all along. “The Mother.”

Bhediya touched the necklace she wore, then met Akio’s eyes. “The Lover.”

The man put the orb down on the table. “The Sage.”

A long silence stretched out until Akio filled in the missing fourth. “The Warrior.”

They all knew who it was, who they needed, and Taara felt their eyes on her, demanding answers. Her face went hot. She was never enough. “I don’t know where Garjan is. He went looking for someone, a friend. A… thief.”

At this, the man dropped his head, rubbing his temples with both hands. “Roland.”

“That’s right,” Taara replied, thinking back to the name Garjan had mentioned. “Do you know him? Do you know where we can find him?”

“I have a pretty good idea.”

Taara looked blankly from man to woman to elves, waiting for someone to explain. Finally, Bhediya said, “He is Roland.”

“At your service,” Roland said, mouth turning up at a joke Taara didn’t understand.

“Oh,” Taara said. She had expected someone more… thief-like. Not this tired-looking Northerner with eyes that were not quite green and not quite brown, a scar across his chin, and a piece of the goddess herself in his raggedy-looking satchel. She frowned. “But if you’re here…”

“Where’s Garjan?” Bhediya finished Taara’s thought.

Roland stood. “I’ll find him,” he said. Then to Taara, “It’s kind of what I do.”

The elf in blue stood as well, although slowly. “I’ll come with you.”

Bhediya was also on her feet. “I’m coming too.”

Taara rose hesitantly. “Should I come too?”

“Sit down.” It was Maitreyi’s voice that cut through the chatter, and Taara could have sworn she felt the temperature drop in the room when the elder spoke. Everyone around the table did as they were told. To Akio, she said, “You, brother, are injured.” To Bhediya, she said, “You, wolf, are a wanted woman with a bounty on your head.” To Taara, she said, “And you, young queen, need to harness whatever grace you’ve been granted and stop harassing children. Nobody is leaving—except you.” She pointed at Roland. “Yusara’s fourth incarnation is the Warrior. Find yours and bring him back here.” With that, she swept out of the room, a clear dismissal to everyone present.

“I won’t sit here and do nothing,” Bhediya called after her, but Akio put a hand on hers. Taara saw that one of his fingers was slightly bent and ringed in faint blue light.

“Let him go, Bhediya,” Akio said. “Save your strength.”

He pulled his hand away sharply, and Taara made a small, startled sound at the low flames covering the back of Bhediya’s hand, from wrist to fingertips. Taara had never seen elemental magic like this before. “What good is my strength hidden away here?” Bhediya demanded. “You know as well as I do exactly where he’s gone, what he’ll find there…” Her voice trailed off, and Taara almost missed her words when she said, “What he’ll believe.” Bhediya shook her head. “It has to be me, Akio. I have to go after him, I have to tell him—”

“Roland will find him,” Akio said calmly. As he spoke, he lowered his hand back into Bhediya’s flames, interlacing his fingers with hers.

“And if his brother finds him first?” Bhediya said. “Pavan will kill him.”

“We won’t let that happen,” Akio replied, holding Bhediya’s gaze. Even Taara could see there was much between woman and elf that she did not know. Akio rose from his seat, and when he did, he left the back of Bhediya’s hand covered in red and yellow rose petals, flames turned to flowers before Taara’s eyes. As he passed Taara’s chair, he paused to bow, one hand behind his back, one hand on his chest. It was a formal gesture—one that Taara had seen countless others perform toward her mother at the Red Palace. It was the first time anyone had bowed so toward her. She nodded in acknowledgment and then found herself alone with Bhediya and Roland. The only sounds in the room were the rustle of silk and the pit pit pit of raindrops hitting the long windows framed in gold.

Roland cleared his throat. “Queen Taaratajini, a word.”

She saw Roland and Bhediya exchange a glance, and the same frustration she had felt so often with Garjan and Payal welled up in her chest—the feeling that she was being left out of a conversation that was about her. “What is it?”

Roland took a breath. Then he said, “You should know… I went to Abhaya. Looking for Garj. I thought…” He looked in Bhediya’s direction, but she had crossed to the window, her back turned to them. “Well, it doesn’t matter what I thought. But when I went to the palace—”

“You went to the palace?” Taara’s heart was in her throat. “Did you see my mother? Or Bala? Are they well?”

“Bala is well,” Roland replied. Then, silence. Taara closed her eyes and saw again what she had seen in the market. Her mother. And blood. “But Queen Suvarnatara…” No. “I’m so sorry, Highness, but your mother is dead. There was an altercation with her chief advisor and she… died.” Zamu. “She was never mad, Highness. He had her under some kind of curse. The last thing she said was ‘If you see my star, tell her I love her.’”

Taara opened her eyes and found them dry. Tossing the stars was said to be a favorite pastime of the goddess, and her mother had named her after a falling one. There must always be a queen in Abhaya, and now there was none. Listen not with your ears but with your heart, and the song will set you free. The smell of henna paste. The stoning of spellcasters. Beware the wind. That was what she had said when Taara had left Abhaya. A warning, even then. She had wasted so much time in Samjaya, in the valley, preoccupied with Payal—and now her mother was dead. Her mother, Queen Suvarnatara, was dead. “Thank you for telling me,” Taara said, her voice, her face, devoid of expression. It was Roland who looked closer to tears as he bowed before her, then took his leave.

Taara sat perfectly still and breathed in and out. It was all she could do. Anything more and she might shatter into a million pieces. She was too late. Then—the memory of the Sanamiri in the cellar of Samjaya Palace. The stabbing. The snakes. The reawakening. Ontorom alone could create new form, but Ontorom and Yusara together could create new life.

“He took someone from me too, you know.” Taara blinked and found Bhediya watching her with animal eyes. “When the queen comes to you, do not turn away. Extend your hand to her, for you are two parts of a whole.” Taara didn’t quite understand the words Bhediya was murmuring, but then she extended a graceful hand in Taara’s direction—an invitation. “What do you think, Queen Taaratajini? Can a star and a wolf take down the wind together?”

Taara tentatively took Bhediya’s hand. Her skin smelled of fire and roses. “Yes,” she said. “I think they can.” Invitation accepted. She was so tired of waiting for men. Tired of feeling helpless. Tired of being herself. Maybe it was time to be someone new. “Do you know how to get to Nandapore Palace?”

Bhediya smiled, showing all her teeth. “As a matter of fact,” she said, “I do.”







CHAPTER 26
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GARJAN

Two houses over from Shamini and Vishal’s place, Garjan had pilfered a light cotton tunic and gray headscarf from someone’s clothesline and switched the silk tunic trimmed in gold he had been wearing for the commoner’s clothes. He wasn’t as easily recognizable as Pavan, but he wrapped his head and mouth anyway, not taking any chances. Cutting through an alley and jumping a gate, Garjan thought through the most likely places to find his friend: The market was a good bet, maybe the Grand Akhada. There were a few taverns and teahouses he could try. But before any of those, there was one place he had to go first.

He wasn’t yet sure what he would say to Bhediya, how he would explain his strange journey since leaving her behind to marry another, but it hardly mattered. Once he and Taara had put an end to whatever lunacy Pavan was plotting, there was a chance—for the first time, a real fucking chance—that he and Bhediya could finally be together. In all Bhediya’s imagined scenarios of his jealous wife murdering his mistress, not a single one had included the possibility that his wife might have a mistress of her own. He grinned, thinking of that. It would be an unconventional arrangement, but after the things he had seen, he was willing to believe almost anything was possible.

After charming his way into half a rickshaw ride with two tongue-tied devotees on their way to Lord Mahada’s temple, Garjan hopped down and walked the rest of the way to Courtesan’s Row. He felt lightheaded, light-footed, lighthearted, near giddy with anticipation of having Bhediya back in his arms. Some of the lesser pleasure houses stayed open at all hours of the day, their girls draped languidly over balcony railings, calling down to anyone passing by to come up for a midday drink and maybe more. But not the House of Moonlight. Its doors stayed firmly shut until Chandanee-Ma allowed them to open, always well after dusk. Garjan remembered hearing her recite a verse once, after their business in her parlor was complete.


A thousand tricks there be to make a lover spill and swoon,

But one thing remains true,

Pleasure’s always sweetest by the light of a full moon,

And sweeter still, my jaan, when it’s shared with you.



Perhaps he would whisper that poem into Bhediya’s ear, speak it into her skin when he had her naked and dripping and burning beneath him, right on the brink of release. He wasn’t worried Chandanee-Ma would turn him away, no matter the early hour. Allegiances to Abhaya and its queen aside, he was still a prince of Nandapore, and no door in the city was ever really closed to him.

Garjan knew something wasn’t right the moment he turned the corner at the top of Courtesan’s Row. Where he should have been able to see the graceful slope of Chandanee Mukan’s roof rising above the other houses of Courtesan’s Row, he saw only the angry sky. He stopped in the middle of the road, confused, scanning the street he knew so well—and was very nearly knocked over by a rickshaw racing around the corner, then hurtling down the hill. He followed in its path, first walking, then picking up speed, until he was running full tilt toward the House of Moonlight. What he saw in the place where it should have been was a slum rising out of rubble—chunks of purple plaster and gray stone, colorful cotton saris strung together to make partitions with sheets of tin and tarp for roofs that already dripped with rain, mismatched bricks forming half a wall, a goat and a child sitting together in the mud. Garjan stopped short, tearing the scarf from his face, not caring anymore who might recognize him. It didn’t make any sense—the houses on either side of what used to be the House of Moonlight still stood, although the plaster of one was blackened, its west-facing windows boarded up. But Chandanee Mukan was gone.

He wandered numbly through the makeshift shelters, still not quite believing that what he was seeing was real. He stopped in front of a single panel of a silk screen that someone was using as a door. Most of the painted peacocks decorating the screen had been torn or burned away, but Garjan had seen that screen so many times for so many years, he would know it anywhere. He had bathed with Bhediya behind that screen more nights than he could count. He half expected her to come out from behind it now, smiling, extending her hand to him.

The woman who did come out was not Bhediya, but rather, a Northerner. She was thin, with yellow hair loose around her shoulders, and she wore a skirt and blouse with no dupatta to conceal the press of her nipples against the threadbare fabric. A man—a Nandapore native, by the looks of him—came out after her, retying his dhoti around his waist. He gave Garjan a nod before going on his way. The woman looked Garjan over, one hand on a bony hip. “He finished inside me, even though I told him not to. If you don’t mind, you can come in now. Else you’ll have to come back later. No water in the tap today.” She cocked her head at him. “Unless you have coin for a rickshaw ride to the ports. A soak in the sea would clean me up real good—inside and out.”

Garjan forced his mouth to move. “What happened here?” he asked. “What happened to the House of Moonlight?”

The woman looked at him like he was an idiot. “Have you been on pilgrimage?” she asked. It was a sarcastic question. No one went on pilgrimage right before the monsoon. “The House of Moonlight burned down two weeks ago. I’ve opened a new pleasure house to replace it.” She gestured to the screen. “Welcome to Mayura Mukan. So, are you coming in or not?”

Mayura Mukan. House of Peacocks. Garjan’s head was spinning, his mouth dry. Takashi’s sword, strapped to his back, seemed to be pulling him away from here, but he stayed where he was. “What of the girls, the courtesans?”

The woman shrugged. “Everyone burned. There were Sanamiri seen there that night, maybe it was their doing? In any case, all those girls are long gone now… but if it’s a courtesan you want, I can dance for you.” She grabbed the sleeve of his tunic, tugging him toward her. “I’ll give you a show filthy enough for the realms of demons.”

Garjan pulled his hand away and stumbled backward. It couldn’t be. A sob clawed its way up from his chest and into his throat. He wandered through the slum risen out of ash, stopping to ask anyone who would listen if they had seen the courtesan named Bhediya, known for her amber eyes, her beauty. Or had they seen his friend Bhuta, the ghost? But ghosts were invisible and Diya was dead. He confirmed the story again and again. Everyone burned. Everyone. Burned. He lost track of how many different versions of the gruesome tale he was told. There were none in which Bhediya could have escaped, could have survived. As the hours passed, denial turned into hopeless, consuming grief. Pavan’s letter, his weapon, his plans for war. None of it mattered anymore. He could have it all. Let it burn, Garjan thought. Let it burn. And let me burn with it.

As dusk fell, he stumbled into an open door. Four men sat around a table, drinking and playing a game of dice. Another man sat alone at the only other table in the room—a tavern of sorts, Garjan realized—slumped over and mumbling into his cup of ale. The woman behind the bar called out, “A drink for you, sir?” She raised a finger in warning. “No coin, no credit.” Behind the tables, Garjan spied a small room, with a square cushion and an opium pipe on the ground. The woman followed his gaze. “Or is it the comfort of the poppy you seek tonight?”

It had been a long time since he had visited an opium den, and the one Roland had taken him to, years ago now, had been a finer place than this. Garjan remembered the rows of velvet cushions, the soft woven rugs, the screens partitioning one guest from the next. The lamps had been low and the air thick with incense, masking the bitter scent of the poppy’s smoke. He had been young and curious about the poppy’s much-talked-about effects, and he had offered the smiling woman who greeted them at the door more coin than he should have. But Roland had been there to cut a fair deal, to roll the poppy paste and cook it, to push it into the shining brass pipe and tip the end to Garjan’s lips. He remembered inhaling the smoke and the euphoric bliss that had followed. He also remembered, vaguely, Roland loading him into a palanquin, and bribing a palace guard to sneak the prince back into his own bed. When he had woken, sweating and nauseous, he had thought to go back there, to smoke just a little more to take the awful edge off. But when he found Roland and suggested going back, Roland had said no.

“You wanted to try it and now you have,” Roland had said. “Do what you want, kid, but I won’t go with you again. Poppy sickness is nothing to fuck around with.”

Even Bhediya had warned him against going back. “I’ve seen the poppy ruin men’s lives, Garj,” she had told him. “I’ve seen it kill. Promise me you’ll stay away?”

He had stretched out in her bed, half dressed, one arm tucked behind his head, the other wrapped around her. “But, Diya, by all the gods, it felt so good…”

“Promise me,” she had said, pinching his nipple—a little playful, but also a little not.

And because he was in love with her and could deny her nothing, he had replied, “Fine, have it your way, woman. I promise you.”

And then she had smiled and there was heat surging through her fingertips and from her lips as she trailed them down his chest, one hand already untying his trousers, already stroking his length. “Besides, my prince,” she had purred, “there are lots of other ways to feel good.”

Garjan shut the memory out. He pulled his coin purse from his bag and dropped it on the bar. It was lighter than it had been, before Payal spent most of his coin at that tavern in Samjaya, but there was more than enough for a pipe and a bit of paste, especially in a place like this. The woman pocketed the entire purse, then produced a clean pipe from behind the bar, gesturing Garjan toward the back room. She followed him in with the lamp and the paste, and fixed the pipe for him while he collapsed onto the cushion, which was damp and rank with rain and old piss. Again, he felt Takashi’s sword pulling at him, urging him up, but he freed it from his back and threw it across the room. A sword with a will of its own was a dangerous thing. And what need had he for a sword anymore anyway, if the one person he had wanted to save was dead?

He brought the pipe to his mouth, holding its shallow bowl to the flame, and pulled the smoke into his lungs. The world around him blurred, his pain evaporating into air, into nothing at all. The last thing he saw before his eyes drooped shut was the sword in the corner, still sheathed but glowing all the same. It pulsed with a strange silver light, and Garjan could feel it aching to be in his hand, to be somewhere else. He tried to lift his arm, but his body felt so heavy and the cushion felt so soft, and he let himself drift away into dreams of his Diya and the Nandapore he had loved, a city that would soon be no more.

Garjan woke to the barmaid shaking him none too gently. “Get up,” she said, holding his sword out to him. “It’s nearly noon. Time to go.”

He stumbled out into the drizzle of a new day, no coin left, nowhere to go. He walked along the ports, feeling dazed and slightly sick, until he found himself at the arched entrance to the Grand Akhada. He could hear the shouting, the clashing of swords from within. He joined the crowd and let himself be jostled forward. He bumped into the back of an elf, who turned, annoyed, but when he saw Garjan’s face, his eyes went wide. “Prince Garjanathan,” he said, attempting a bow. He leaned forward. “What are you doing here, Highness? Are you… here to fight?”

Garjan tried to make words, but his speech came out slurred, his vision blurry. He nodded.

The Norvardarian’s face lit up with excitement. “The prince of Nandapore in the Grand Akhada! And to think, I wasn’t even going to come today.” He grabbed Garjan’s arm, pulling him along. “Let’s get you signed up.”

It all happened so quickly—Garjan signed his name to one fight card and then another and then another, not bothering to read them, not caring what they said. They gave him a seat of honor—or as honorable as the Grand Akhada got—a place on a dais beside the central pit, out of the mud and under an umbrella. Someone brought him a cup of wine, and when he downed it at once, someone brought him another. He watched the fights happening in front of him in a detached sort of way, barely registering the spray of blood and the crack of bone. A constant stream of people approached the platform, reaching up to touch his feet, to beg for an audience with his brother the king, to seek the prince’s blessing or his pardon or his favor. But Garjan only waved and smiled with empty eyes. He had nothing left to give.

He almost didn’t notice when they called his name and the crowd erupted into cheering. He wouldn’t have moved if someone hadn’t escorted him down from the dais and into the central pit. His opponent entered from the other side, pounding his bare chest and strutting around the ring, shaking the ropes and screaming curses at the crowd. He faced Garjan with fists raised and took his first swing. Garjan ducked on instinct and brought his knee up into the man’s ribs. He had trained for this. His body knew what to do, even if his mind could only make the same loop around the same fact again and again. Diya is dead. Diya is dead. Diya is dead.

He didn’t even need to draw his sword. The man he fought was all swagger and no skill. It was a little like fighting the bear his own brother had turned loose on him once. He blocked each blow easily, always a step ahead, and drew first blood with a sharp elbow that knocked a tooth loose from his opponent’s mouth. The crowd roared with approval for their prince. His foe grew careless as he tired, and Garjan soon had him on his knees in the mud, twisting uselessly, trying to throw Garjan off his back. He pinned the man to the ground, a knee on his spine, his neck locked in the crook of Garjan’s arm. “Yield,” he said. The man gave a strangled cry, but Garjan had only to tighten his hold around the man’s thick neck for him to slap the ground thrice, admitting defeat. He left the ring in shame, while Garjan, the victor, rose from the mud and was showered with an adoring public’s praise and coin and garlands of wet flowers that dotted the slick ground of the pit with pink and white and yellow blooms. Garjan reached up to catch one out of the air. Like falling stars, he thought dimly, and his conscience pricked for the women who would be wondering where he was—his wife, and her vessel, who might be carrying his child.

Someone ran more wine into the pit and a cloth for Garjan to wipe rain and sweat from his face. Then they were announcing someone else’s name and Garjan tossed the cup and cloth aside and turned to face his next challenger. It wasn’t a man who stood before him, but a boy. Garjan guessed he might have had all of twelve years. But he wielded in his hand a nimble, well-made sword and watched Garjan carefully as they circled the ring. “He’s a smith’s son, Highness, be wary of him,” someone shouted. “He’ll cut you quicker than a serpent’s tongue.”

Garjan drew Takashi’s sword and, holding it in both hands, was again struck by its seeming weightlessness, how it moved like an extension of his own arm. The boy came at him, and Garjan met his parry. The kid was quick on his feet, spinning and thrusting, staying out of Garjan’s reach. It would almost have been fun, like the sparring matches of Garjan’s childhood in the New City’s arena, except those had been fought with wooden swords. This fight was real—something Garjan was reminded of when the boy’s sword slashed the back of his leg, soaking his trouser leg in blood. Lightning flashed in the sky, and Garjan’s grief went taut within him, ready to snap. He heard again his brother’s words: You will know what it is to fight for your life. And you will know what it is to win.

He advanced on the boy in earnest then, swinging the broadsword with the precision and strength that years of practicing the malla-yuddha had honed in his body. Caught off guard by the shift in the fight, the boy did his best to defend against Garjan’s attack, but he was no match for royal training and grief-fueled rage combined. When the boy ducked to avoid the broadsword’s arc, Garjan kicked him and sent him sprawling in the mud. He scrambled to his feet, sword still in hand, but now Garjan had him against the ropes and the crowd was chanting for blood. Garjan raised his sword, as if he would drive it into the boy’s chest.

“I yield!” the boy cried, dropping his sword. It was only when he whimpered “Please, Highness” that Garjan realized he was still holding the blade to the boy’s heart and this kid was waiting to live or die at a prince’s whim. Garjan pulled back, and the boy grabbed his sword and left the ring to a smattering of applause for a battle well fought.

Garjan’s leg hurt where it was cut. He would need to have it stitched. Or else, have a great deal more opium. He would have left the pit then, but he had signed his name to three fight cards and he heard another name announced alongside his. He turned and found himself staring down an elf—the same who had led him to sign up to fight. A dull sense of recognition took shape. This is a trap. He was suddenly very tired. “I don’t want to fight you,” Garjan said, but his feet were already moving, his sword at the ready as they faced off.

“I’m glad you came back, Prince of Nandapore,” the Norvardarian said, all traces of his previous jovial facade gone. “I’ll be honest—when I saw you passed out in that shithole tavern, I thought about killing you then and there. But then I thought, no… something more public. Something that will send our esteemed king a message he’ll actually listen to.”

He carried no weapons that Garjan could see and was small enough in stature that Garjan could easily have beaten him in a straight contest of strength. But Garjan remained wary, every instinct he had prickling in alarm. “You followed me from the tavern?”

“That I did,” the elf replied. “I didn’t know where you were going. But it turns out you’ve picked the perfect place to die.”

“I have no quarrel with you, elf,” Garjan said. “If you have some complaint against my brother, tell your ambassador to take it up with him.”

“Your brother won’t be satisfied till every spellcaster in the city is dead,” the elf spat back. “Except those Sanamiri fucks he’s cut some deal with.” Garjan saw the sparks flashing between the elf’s hands too late. And so, it was not he who blocked the bolt of blue light that flew toward his face with the edge of a sword that glowed white. It was the sword itself, compelling his hand to move. A gasp traveled through the crowd. This was not the fight they had been expecting. “Ah, you’ve stolen some enchantment for your blade, have you?” The elf moved faster than Garjan could see and appeared behind him, hurling another spear of light at his back. Another block, this one managed blind, but the crowd wasn’t cheering for him anymore. The arena had gone silent.

“Did you know, young prince, that when the Sanamiri set fire to my ship, I lost everything? Vessel, cargo, crew—all gone.” The elf punctuated his words with bolts of light, each one aimed at Garjan from a different direction, each one cleaved in half by Garjan’s sword, a column of silver light itself, moving of its own accord. “Now I’m stuck in this gods-abandoned city, the Norvardarian ambassador has gone missing, and every day, there are more reports—elvenkind shops ransacked, suspected spellcasters taken prisoner, that whorehouse Chandanee Mukan burned to the ground. Where does it end?”

Another flash of lightning, and several things began to fuse together in Garjan’s mind. There were Sanamiri seen there that night, the woman in the slum had said. And Pavan’s letter: The Sanamiri cleanse Nandapore, as they have cleansed Samjaya. And now this elf’s declaration: Your brother won’t be satisfied till every spellcaster in the city is dead.

Garjan lowered his sword, dumbstruck. Pavan did this. Pavan burned down the House of Moonlight. Pavan killed Bhediya. Because of what she is. And because of what she is to me. In his stupor of realization, Garjan made the mistake of letting the tip of his sword touch the ground, and in that moment, the mud began to rise up with the elf’s rising hand. It encased the sword, pulling it down, and Garjan had to let it go, lest it pull him down too. That was when another bolt of light struck Garjan’s side. It seared, like someone drawing a red-hot poker across his skin. He staggered, clutching his side. His leg was bleeding badly and his sword was out of reach. He fell.

The elf’s voice seemed amplified when he called out, “Let this be a message to you, King Pavanathan. If it’s war you want, Norvardar is ready. And today, I strike the first blow.”

The elf let a bolt of blue light fly. Garjan saw it coming, saw his own demise, here in the mud of the fighting pits. Maybe he wouldn’t have to watch Nandapore burn after all. Then the shaft of light exploded into a thousand tiny fragments that lit up the sky over the Grand Akhada in a spray of blue and green sparks. A hooded figure entered the ring.

“I invoke the rights of the malla-yuddha,” a low voice said. “A fallen warrior may call upon his charioteer to take his place in battle.” The cries of disapproval from the crowd came fast and loud, then dissolved into a collective murmur as the figure pulled back his hood, revealing a face that was man and Sanamiri and animal in one. Takashi unfastened his cloak and tossed it to an onlooker outside the ring. “I’ll want that back,” he said, before turning to face his Norvardarian foe.

“I should have guessed the king would send a Sanamiri dog to defend his cunt brother,” the elf said. “You who already live a cursed life—would you further tempt Ontorom’s wrath doing the bidding of this fool human king?”

“It was no god who made me this way,” Takashi said, the green light filling him up from within. “And I can assure you, I am no one’s dog.” His body in motion became a thing of deadly grace, leaping and crouching and spinning away from the elf’s bolts of blue light. Green light collided with blue as Takashi attacked with elemental magic and the malla-yuddha combined, more powerful together than any defense the elf could muster. His green light was a sword, a staff, a fist. A snakebite puncturing the elf’s bare heel, an emerald poison spreading beneath the black skin, spidering into every vein and into his throat and finally oozing out of his eyes and nose and mouth, until he collapsed in the mud, shriveled and deathly still.

Takashi got no applause for saving the prince. The whispers of monster and Sanamiri scum that had started the moment his face was revealed were replaced by shouts of spellcaster and murderer, as if they were one and the same. Takashi plucked his sword from the mud and put a scaled arm around Garjan, helping him to his feet. “Can you walk?”

“I think so,” Garjan replied, clenching his teeth against the stabbing pain in his side as he forced himself to put one foot in front of the other. Takashi snatched his cloak back and threw it over Garjan, propelling the prince out of the pit and through the crowd, which parted for them, revulsion clear on nearly every face they passed. “How did you find me?”

“News of the prince of Nandapore in the Grand Akhada spreads quickly,” Takashi said. “Especially when he’s losing.” After a moment, he added, “But the wolves of the valley were the first to tell me who you were. Who you love. They’ll be there when you need them.” At Garjan’s uncomprehending look, Takashi only said, “There are some advantages to living in three different worlds.”

Garjan was laughing beneath the hood of the cloak, a little hysterical, in so much pain. “You can talk to wolves,” he said. “Of course you can.”

“You could too, if you wanted to,” Takashi said. “You have been touched by the divine and the elemental. You have been seen by grace itself, and now you carry a piece of that power. If not in your blood…” He paused, resheathing the sword and tightening the straps on Garjan’s shoulders. “At least on your back.” Garjan tried to smile, although Takashi’s words meant little to him. Whatever expression he succeeded in making only made the human side of Takashi’s mouth turn down. “We need to find you a healer.”

They stepped out of the arch—and directly into a row of Sanamiri guards lined up in front of a gold palanquin. Two servants jumped out, opening between them two wide umbrellas adorned with brightly colored elephants and trimmed in gold fringe. King Pavanathan climbed out of the palanquin after them, bedecked in white silk, gold chain flashing around his neck, fingers heavy with rings, eyes cold. “Welcome home, little brother,” he said. His gaze shifted to Takashi. “I see you’ve brought a beast back with you.”

Forgetting his pain, Garjan launched himself at his brother, nearly got a hand around his neck before he was surrounded by Sanamiri spears. “How could you?” he screamed, heedless of the crowd gathering to watch the royal spectacle in the street. “You gave the order for the Sanamiri to set fire to Chandanee Mukan, didn’t you? I loved her, Pavan! I fucking loved her and you took her from me.”

Pavan strode into the circle of spears and gathered Garjan into his chest. Garjan tried to push him away, but Pavan’s grip was like a vice. Anybody watching would have said it was an embrace. “Shut up,” Pavan hissed into Garjan’s ear. “Stop making a fucking scene. It’s bad enough you’ve made a fool of yourself in front of half the city.” He turned with a hand on the back of Garjan’s neck and pushed him toward the palanquin. “It’s time you saw for yourself what I’ve been doing. How close we are to changing the world.”

Garjan was too weak to fight him further and let himself fall into the palanquin’s cushioned seats. It was only as it lifted off the ground that Garjan sat up, wincing. “Wait,” he said. Between the spears and the black tunics and the people starting to disperse, Garjan caught sight of Takashi on his knees in the circle of Sanamiri. He thought he saw a trickle of blood splitting the scales down one side of his face. “Takashi,” he called.

“Ah, yes,” Pavan said. “Your beast.”

“He’s my friend. He saved my life.”

“Did he?” Pavan replied. A smile curled his lip. He leaned out of the palanquin, banging on its side. The guards turned as one, waiting for his command. “Kill him.”

“No!” Garjan tried to open the palanquin door, but a backhanded slap from Pavan sent him reeling back into his seat. Then they were moving and everything hurt and there was nothing he could do.

“By the way,” Pavan said, conversationally, as if he hadn’t torn Garjan’s life to shreds, “where’s your wife?”

“She’s safe.” Garjan spat the words at his brother. Safe from you, he thought. As they crossed Beggar’s Bridge, he felt Takashi’s sword humming on his back, some power within it gathering strength the closer they got to Nandapore Palace. He would wait until they were behind palace walls. He would find his brother’s weapon and destroy it. And then he would finally live up to his name, be what he was, what Pavan had always wanted him to be. He would hunt down the wind and kill it.

Something was amiss at Nandapore Palace, that much was clear. In the courtyard where the palanquin let him down, everything appeared the same—the same row of life-size elephants with trunks raised, the same majestic fountain cascading water from three tiers of stone, the same golden lions perched on their pillars on either side of the shining gold doors. The same precious stones gleamed from within the palace’s smooth marble facade, spiraling out from the doors in an intricate pattern of flowers and vines, and within the imagery, the same verses of protection for the king, written by the Sages in an ancient tongue. But something was missing. Gone were the peacocks that usually strutted around the fountain. Gone was the barking of hunting dogs. Gone was the music that usually came from the women’s quarters. Gone was the chatter of servants as they came and went. The palace seemed deserted. Just like Samjaya. Garjan turned to look at his brother. “What have you done?”

Pavan’s mouth was a thin line. “We all have to make sacrifices, little brother,” he said. Then his face brightened. “Would you like to see what ours have bought? Come with me.” He led Garjan around the palace’s east wall, through the steady drizzle, until they came to the gate leading to the royal hunting grounds. Within the wall’s confines, a whole forest grew. It was meant to feel real and wild, but its paths were always clear of brush, its animals starved and sickly things whose only purpose was to die for sport. Garjan had always hated it here, and he hated it no less now, as he walked with Pavan through the trees, ignoring the sour smell in the air, trying and failing to hide the limp of his torn leg. “You’re hurt,” Pavan said.

“I’m fine.”

Ignoring him, Pavan continued, “I’ll have the royal physician take a look.” He shook his head. “Serves you right though, little brother. What were you thinking, pulling a stunt like that? You should have told me if you wanted to fight. I would have arranged a grand tournament in your honor. Shown Abhaya how to properly celebrate a new king’s arrival.” Garjan didn’t answer. He was wondering what would happen if he drew his sword right now, challenged his brother right here in the rain. Then Pavan said, “Do you remember the tournaments we used to have here in Nandapore when Father was alive?” Garjan was caught off guard by that. Pavan rarely spoke of their father, who had died when Garjan was a boy of ten and Pavan a man of twenty. Between them, their mother had birthed seven other children. None had lived more than a day. Until Garjan, whose life had come in exchange for hers. “Our father could have been a great warrior, like his father before him when there were lands to conquer, glory to be won. But what is a warrior without any wars?” Garjan noticed the trees getting thinner, soon only stumps left where forest should have been. “The same as a god without a temple. A useless thing, destined to be forgotten,” Pavan said. “I won’t let that happen to us.” The smell of smoke. And something else. Something rotten.

Garjan could see a clearing ahead lit with covered torches in a wide circle. They stepped past the tree line and Garjan saw a great pit hollowing out the center of the clearing. Fires burned around it, billowing smoke. And behind it, stacked and tied together with wide lengths of rope, were piles and piles of rotting corpses. The stench wafting from them made the air unfit to breathe. Garjan turned his head and retched into the grass. Through watering eyes, he watched pairs of Sanamiri dragging bundles of bodies, like slaughtered pig carcasses, to each fire and tossing them in. Not fires, Garjan realized. Pyres. At the bottom of each pyre, piles of ash collected—not gray, but bright red—burning small holes in the ground before the Sanamiri swept them into the pit with bare hands that blistered, skin bubbling at even a moment’s contact with the stuff. Beneath his feet, Garjan felt the ground shake ever so slightly. He realized that like so many of the Sanamiri in Samjaya, their eyes were open but unseeing, their movements wooden, like puppets being jerked by their strings. Garjan knew then that if he went looking in the underbelly of Nandapore Palace, he would find an altar to Ontorom, spattered with blood and slithering with snakes.

“Aren’t they marvelous?” Pavan said. “They need no food, no water, no shelter, no sleep. They say nothing, feel nothing. Do you know what that makes them?”

“Prisoners,” Garjan said, but Pavan wasn’t listening.

“Perfect slaves.” Pavan’s eyes were shining, faraway, as he continued, “Think of what we could build with a force like this. Think of the armies we could lead. The empire will be an unstoppable force, conquering the world. Norvardar’s silk, Sanamiri’s poppy fields, the gold in the Minadori Mountains, all the riches of Theoland, its pompous, pale-faced king brought to his knees. We will wage the greatest war Astirakhanda has ever known, and our names will be remembered for all time.”

“This is madness,” Garjan said.

“No, this is progress,” Pavan replied. “They don’t last long, they’re not quite alive. But that’s a problem for the emperor to solve, why I thought to deliver Taaratajini right into his hands. But when I came back from Abhaya, I found His Eminence here, and my fucking palace empty.” Something like sorrow flickered across his face when he said, “I burned a lot of bodies and listened to a lot of Sanamiri chanting, but until he arrived, we were just throwing ash into a hole that wasn’t getting any deeper. His Eminence showed me the sacrifice necessary to make the weapon that will open the world. The same sacrifice he himself made.”

A creeping horror curled spidery legs around Garjan’s lungs. He thought of the eerily abandoned palace in Samjaya and the emperor’s missing wife. He glanced in the direction of Nandapore Palace, looming over the hunting grounds, dark and silent in the rain. “Pavan, where’s Kumari?” Garjan asked. He looked at his brother. “Where’s your wife?”

“She’s… everywhere,” Pavan said. He swung his arm in a wide arc, indicating all the pyres and the red ash each one was making. “I didn’t want it to be her, you understand. I tried so many others—virgins, concubines, courtesans, priestesses, children. But it’s only real betrayal that makes the ash burn as we need it to burn. Agni-raakh, brother. It’s a weapon like nothing you’ve seen before. Just a handful dissolves our strongest steel.”

Garjan wanted to wail, wanted to flee, wanted to shut out Pavan’s words. Pavan’s confession. But he stood in place, paralyzed by horror, by panic, by disbelief, watching the crimson ash rain down into the dark pit. He thought he heard his brother whisper, That’s it, my love. Keep screaming. Then the ground shook again and Pavan turned his attention away from the pyres, back to Garjan. “Do you see? Do you feel it? Even now, it’s carving away the deepest layers of this realm. This is how we find it. This is how it starts.”

“Find what?” Garjan croaked, the smoke making his throat raw. But he already knew. He had seen the flames. The light swimming in the rivers of red that would be released.

“The power that should have been ours from the start,” Pavan replied. “We only need a way to channel it. That’s where our little Abhayan queen comes in. The emperor assures me all queens of Abhaya have this gift. We had hoped to have two good channels, if Suvarnatara could have been made to cooperate.” He made a tsk-tsk sound. “A shame she was lost. But no matter—this is why we made sure to have Taaratajini in hand. We do have Taaratajini in hand, do we not?”

“Taara will never willingly be a part of this.”

Pavan laughed. “Willingly or not, brother, your wife will play her part. I’ll give her to the emperor first, as a courtesy. Then I’ll have her. Then I’ll give her to the Sanamiri, if they’ll have her. In my experience, there is no more effective—and enjoyable—way to break a woman’s will than in bed.”

Garjan barely knew he was moving until he had the sword in his hand and the blade pressed to Pavan’s throat. “I cannot let you do this.”

“My foolish little brother. You cannot stop me.”

It was Bhediya’s smile Garjan saw in his head as he drew the sword across Pavan’s neck. Pavan fell to the ground, gurgling, dying in a pool of his own blood. Garjan stood frozen, staring. His brother was the first man he had ever killed. He turned away from the pit and the pyres, half expecting a squadron of Sanamiri to descend on him with spears, but the clearing was still, save for the sweeping of ash into the pit, deepening it, inch by inch. “Stop!” he shouted at the dead-eyed Sanamiri, but they kept moving, under a spell—or a curse—he knew not how to break. He ran a hand through his damp hair, limping slowly away from his brother’s bloody corpse. He had thought there was nothing left for him with Bhediya gone, but now—his brother had children who would need taking care of. And Nandapore… Nandapore needed a king. He thought of finding Taara and Payal, finding Roland, finding the emperor and making sure His Eminence understood beyond any doubt that this “weapon that will open the world” madness died with Pavan. And if he could not be reasoned with, he would have to be stopped, one way or another.

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

The voice behind him sent ice down Garjan’s spine. He turned slowly to find his brother back on his feet, thick neck gashed open, silk tunic drenched in blood. “It’s not possible,” Garjan whispered.

The thing that had risen as another Pavan extended his arms. “Look around, brother. Anything is possible. If you’re willing to pay the price.” The rent flesh of Pavan’s throat was beginning to close as he spoke. “The Era of Gods is past. The Era of Sages, forgotten. The final blast will usher in the Era of Kings.” Garjan lifted his sword, but the wind pitched a spray of embers into his face and he spun around, blinded. Pavan laughed. “Did you really think you could cut down the wind with a sword?”

“You’re not the wind,” Garjan shouted, rubbing his eyes. “You’re just a man.”

“I was just a man,” Pavan said, “named for a dead god, just like you. Until I learned that gods aren’t the only ones who can be bargained with. And that there’s more buried under this city than magic.” Pavan had a bloody fist in Garjan’s hair and was dragging him toward a pyre, his strength multiplied. “It grieves me, brother, that you will not live to usher in the new era by my side. But perhaps we will meet again in the celestial realms.” He crushed Garjan to his chest in a suffocating embrace. “Or else,” he said, “in the realms of demons.”

Garjan opened his mouth to scream as fire licked at his back, but then Pavan picked him up and threw him onto the pyre, and all that he was—body and voice and heart and sword—fell into the flames.







CHAPTER 27
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BHEDIYA

The wolf hits the ground running. It is not confused or afraid. It knows exactly who it is, what shapes it can take, what tongues it can speak. It is single-minded in its purpose. It is tracking a scent. Bounding across a palace courtyard. Tackling the guards that stand in its way, clearing a path for the human who follows. They are running together into a false forest. Running through fire. Running through blood. The wolf snatches a man from a pyre, rolling with him in the dirt, smothering fire with wet fur. Wild-eyed with pain and panic, the man draws hot steel from his back with burned hands and slashes at the wolf, narrowly missing its neck. The wolf growls and snaps its teeth. There is something human inside it holding it in check, something that refuses to harm this man. It bites down on the man’s wrist to make him drop the sword and his blood has a familiar taste, his cry a familiar sound. The wolf backs away, into billowing smoke, the human part of it gaining strength, gaining form. The wolf lifts its head and howls, feels the elemental pull of stone and rain and wind and flame. It is one with these forces and it lets itself change: not falling into darkness, simply forming into another shape. When the smoke clears, it is not a wolf who emerges, but a woman. She turns to face the king, extending her hands. An invitation to a final dance.

Bhediya wasn’t sure if it was fire or water or the stars themselves that rained down on her from above when she stood again on human legs. She wanted nothing more than to go to Garjan where he lay on the ground, but she could see the young queen kneeling at his side and, striding toward her through the smoke, his brother, the king of Nandapore. Bhediya focused all her vengeance, her grief, her rage, to form twin columns of fire in her hands. These were not the easily tamed flames she had conjured under Akio’s tutelage, nor the half-formed balls she had flung at the elf who had come to kill her. These were swirling, scalding towers of fire growing from her outstretched hands, fully within her control. And waiting for her command. For Chitra, Bhediya thought. Then she opened her hands and sent her fire blazing directly at the king.

It hit, and Pavan was lost in an explosion of fire and black smoke. Bhediya turned her back on what should have been his ashes and started running toward Garjan. Taaratajini’s voice calling “Bhediya, behind you!” stopped her. But it stopped her too late.

The king’s blackened hand was already on her shoulder, his melting face leering down at her, eyes glowing red. “Stupid fucking whore,” he hissed. “You cannot set fire to the wind.” She grasped at the obsidian wolf, but he wrenched the silver chain from her neck and tossed it into the gaping maw of a great pit. She spun around, reaching for it, calling her fire forth again, but all around her, the wind was rising in a vicious torrent, connected to cloud and earth, trapping her inside. She screamed, flailing, grasping at nothing but air, as Pavan’s tornado swept her off her feet, dragging her in the same direction as the ruby-eyed wolf. Her words were lost, her fire snuffed. “There is more than magic sleeping under the city, spellcaster.” Pavan’s voice was in the wind, inescapable, pulling her over the edge of the pit. She could see no bottom to it, only an angry red glow. “Now you will learn where the realms of elements end…” He held her, caught in the tornado’s grasp, hovering above the black hole, which yawned like a wide hungry mouth beneath her, waiting to swallow her whole. “And where the realms of demons begin.” The wind was in her ears, her eyes, her mouth. There was nothing to hold on to, no spell to cast, nothing but the all-consuming terror of the fall, before all at once, the wind went still and the tornado dissolved, dropping Bhediya into the bottomless dark. She fell, screaming, hair streaming around her, one hand reaching up, desperately, hopelessly, even as the pit pulled her into its depths.

Then—a light, streaming down, suspending Bhediya mid-fall. She looked up and saw Taaratajini with arms outstretched in two directions: Pavan trapped in the light streaming from one hand, the light from the other casting a golden glow that held Bhediya aloft. The Agni-raakh that rained down from the pyres into the pit filtered through the light, coming out gray on the other side, rendered harmless. Slowly, Taaratajini pulled Bhediya up, her lips moving in silent prayer. Bhediya breathed in the light of the lotus, the grace of the goddess, the strength of the queen. A quiet kind of calm stole over her as she realized what needed to be done. Taaratajini set Bhediya on her feet on solid ground, just in time for Bhediya to reach out and catch the queen as her arms fell and her legs gave out beneath her, her strength utterly sapped. “It’s too much,” she whispered. “It’s too much for one person to hold.”

“It was never meant for one person,” Bhediya said, stroking the damp curls back from the girl’s sweat-slick forehead. “Remember—it is only together that we will make dust of the wind.”

“Together, then,” Taaratajini said, and took Bhediya’s extended hand, accepting her help to rise. They both froze at the cackle echoing in thunder that brought the ghoulish creature that used to be a king into focus. And he had the man she loved, had always loved, would always love, in his grasp.

Burned and bloodied and barely hanging on to human form, Pavan held Garjan in front of him like a shield, one hand clamped to his hair, the other gripping his chin. “You’re too late,” Pavan said, his lips stretching into a grin. As if in response, a faint rumble sounded from within the pit and the ground shook beneath them. “I will have what’s mine.” Red eyes darted to Taaratajini. “And the emperor will have what’s his.” Then to Bhediya, “And if you stand in my way, wolf, I will snap his fucking neck.”

Garjan’s skin was blistered where fire had touched him, but the eyes that opened and filled with wonder when they recognized the woman standing in front of him were clear. “Bhediya.”

“Garjan,” Bhediya whispered. Her face was wet, her hands cold and empty. She couldn’t watch him die. She began to back away and saw his eyes cloud over.

“Taara,” he called weakly. “End this. Don’t let him use me against you. Against both of you.” His wife lifted her hand, the expression on her face uncertain, the lotus on her palm pulsing with a dim glow. “Do it now,” Garjan said, a note of command finding its way back into his tone. “We made a pact.”

Queen Taaratajini bowed her head and Bhediya caught the whispered words, “By Her grace,” before the clearing was bathed in gold light. It froze Pavan in place, as it had frozen Bhediya, but where it had given her peace, Pavan’s face contorted with pain at the touch of the divine. Where Bhediya had breathed in Yusara’s grace, Pavan put the full force of his demonic strength into pushing it, violently, away. He let go of Garjan with one hand and swept it forward, sending a wall of wind rushing into Bhediya and Taaratajini both. Taaratajini stumbled, but Bhediya was there to break her fall. Garjan threw his head backward, connecting with Pavan’s face and loosening his hold.

There was a flash of lightning and Garjan was on the ground, rolling out of Pavan’s reach and dragging himself forward. “Bhediya!” he shouted, reaching out for her. Everything in her wanted to go to him, to hold on to him, to kiss him one last time if this was the end. But the queen was raising her hand again, and this time, Bhediya wouldn’t let her fight the wind alone.

She stayed where she was, holding Taaratajini up, and when the light from her lotus again pooled around the king, Bhediya extended her hands on either side of the queen. She took a deep breath and let her fire burn unchecked. She tipped her open palms forward, a spell on her lips, and fire blended with light, coming together to hold Pavan in place and burn away all that was left of his human form. But when his body was gone, it was not ash that remained but shadow. And within the shadow’s depths, a pair of glowing red eyes. “It’s not enough,” Taaratajini said, and Bhediya could hear the frustration in her words. The frustration, and the fear. “It’s never enough.”

Then a silver thread intertwined with divine and elemental forces, like steel made into light. Bhediya looked down and saw Garjan kneeling at Taaratajini’s feet, his sword held out with both hands, silver light radiating from the blade. He wasn’t pointing it at Pavan but, rather, was offering it to his queen. “We’re with you, Taara,” Garjan told her. “You’re enough.”

Taaratajini—Taara, as Garjan called her, reminding Bhediya even now that they were husband and wife, bonded to each other in a way she and Garj never would be—was shaking with the effort of trying to control the combined powers that flowed through her. She pulled light and fire and steel into one and focused their braided energy on the shadow trying to claw its way out of the clearing and into the trees. It was a crafty thing that hid in pockets of rain and smoke, swirling up into the leaves, and Taara charged after it, the lotus bright on her palm, determination grim on her face. For a moment, then, it was only Bhediya and Garjan left. She sank to her knees at his side, taking in the rawness of his skin, the burns on his hands, his neck, the blisters beneath the tatters of his tunic. “You need a healer,” Bhediya said, but he was looking at her like he couldn’t quite believe she was real.

“Bhediya…” His voice was choked, trembling. “I thought you were—” But before he could say more, they both heard Taara’s cry from within the forest ahead.

“Let’s finish this,” Bhediya said. She pulled him painfully to his feet and helped him sheath his sword, then wedged herself under his arm, letting him lean on her, and they plunged into the trees together. Taara had gone off the path, and though they could hear her voice, she was nowhere to be found.

“We’ve lost her,” Garjan said, breathing hard. “We’ve lost the queen.”

Shadows lengthened all around them in the falling dusk, and there was no longer any telling which ones might be alive. They came to the edge of the hunting grounds and Bhediya held her flame high, turning in a slow circle. “I think we’ve lost the king too,” she replied.

On the other side of the gate, a match flared in the dark. “Sounds like you need someone who knows how to find things.” The man who spoke leaned against the palace wall and brought a bhang roll to his lips. Bhediya held out the fire in her hand like a torch, illuminating Roland’s face.

“Roland!” Garjan cried, hobbling forward. “What are you doing here?”

Roland blew smoke into the rain. “To be honest, Highness,” he said, “I have no fucking idea.” Garjan laughed even as Roland caught him in an embrace that made him wince. “It’s good to see you, kid,” Roland said. When he stepped back, he looked at Bhediya. “If you had waited, I would have found him.”

“If I had waited, he would be dead,” Bhediya shot back.

They were interrupted by another cry, coming from the palace courtyard, and it was enough to spur them along the wall, rounding the pillars with gleaming lions perched on top. Bhediya saw Taara halfway up the palace steps, hand raised high, screaming, either with fury or with fear. She had the shadow creature pinned to the palace’s golden doors, trapped by her light, but a squadron of Sanamiri guards was approaching from either side of the palace, spears aimed at the queen. Bhediya began throwing balls of fire, but Sanamiri spears tipped with green light batted them down as quickly as she could form them. Even when she sent a wall of fire crashing into them, decimating their ranks, more appeared to take their place, and more, and more, all armed, all murmuring the same words like a chant, words that Bhediya had heard before. For the good of the empire.

“We’re surrounded!” Roland shouted, dagger and orb both drawn, neither of much use. Garjan too drew his sword, but he could barely stand and the guards were closing in. They stood back to back to back, barely holding the Sanamiri at bay. On the palace steps, the shadow was slowly smothering Taara’s light, bringing the queen to her knees.

That was when Bhediya saw the wolves.

Slinking out from between the courtyard’s majestic marble elephants was a trio of wolves, black, brown, and gray, advancing slowly, fangs bared. More emerged behind them, an entire pack, as if they had been waiting. Or hunting. Bhediya could sense no magic in these animals, and her first human reaction was terror. On instinct, she called fire to her hands and was about to hurl it at them, but Garjan’s voice stopped her. “Diya,” he said, “look.”

She followed his gaze, and there on a golden lion’s back was a leopard, regal and snarling at the advancing Sanamiri. Rounding the opposite pillar was another—all sleek fur and bright green eyes and blade-sharp claws that sank into Sanamiri skin as it pounced. Picking up on the scent of freshly spilled blood, the wolves moved in together, tearing the Sanamiri apart. Bhediya realized then that these animals—some born from nature, some born from magic—were on their side in this fight. With the circle of Sanamiri in which they had been trapped now scattered by the gnashing of wolves’ teeth, Roland put an arm around Garjan and Bhediya put an arm around him too, her other hand already filled again with flames. “You ready?” Roland asked.

“I’m ready,” she said. She didn’t know if that was true, but for Ambika, for Chitra, even for Kumari—and for the freedom to be who she was: a woman, a wolf, a giver of pleasure, and a speaker of spells—she would see the wind turned to stone, or die here in the attempt. It all came down to this.

They made their way through the chaos and blood splatter and flying spears and wolves and leopards and Sanamiri doing battle in the rain, until they surrounded Taara on the palace steps. Her light was fading quickly, the shadow taking a shape like two clawed hands and strangling it a little more with every passing second. Bhediya reached out and let her fire melt into the queen’s light. Garjan was on his knees next to Taara, his sword offered up once more, its silver glow filtering through the energy that reverberated around them now, like lace woven from steel. Finally, Roland held out the orb, the white light pulsing at its heart shooting forth to intertwine with fire and silver and gold. From the four of them together—the Mother, the Warrior, the Lover, the Sage—a swirling prismatic power emerged, beautiful and terrible and unstoppable at once. A thing made whole at last. A thing made merciless. The dream of the goddess pulsed once and the reflected world rippled, pulsed twice and drew from water and wind and earth and fire, pulsed thrice and the beating of four hearts became one. There was a moment when everything went still—before the force they had created exploded into a brilliant shower of stars that fell upon the screeching shadow and hardened it into a sparkling slab of stone. It crumbled where the rain touched it, shrinking and shrinking, until all that was left was a layer of glittering dust across the palace steps.

Taara collapsed at Bhediya’s feet, unconscious, and Bhediya nearly fell with her. Her legs felt weak, her head pounding. But she barely dared breathe. Was it done? Beyond the courtyard gates, Bhediya saw two gold palanquins, their bearers crouched and ready. A palanquin door opened and it was Akio who emerged. He scanned the courtyard from one good eye, deflecting a Sanamiri spear that sailed through the gates toward his head with a well-timed bolt of blue light. He wasn’t looking for her, Bhediya realized. She knew now, watching the leopard in the courtyard rip into a Sanamiri’s throat, that she was not the only animal he loved.

Roland gathered up the fallen queen. “We have to go.”

Bhediya knelt to help Garjan to his feet, but he shook his head. “We have to close the pit,” he said. “And find the emperor, wherever he is.”

“Fuck the emperor,” Roland said. The rain was already washing the palace steps clean of dust. “At least he knows what he’s up against now.”

“And so do we,” Bhediya said. For tonight, it was enough. She pulled Garjan up, and the four of them cut a path through the courtyard, the animals keeping their way clear. Then she was past the gates and into the street and into a palanquin, safe against Akio’s warmth, with Garjan’s head in her lap. As the bearers lifted the palanquin from the ground and started to move, Bhediya took one last look at Nandapore Palace, at the carnage the animals had wrought in the courtyard, at the row of marble elephants, stoic in the rain. This could have been my home, she thought. Now she knew she would never come here again.

At the Norvardarian embassy, Bhediya tipped a cup of water to Garjan’s lips as he lay in a bed, sharp features taut with pain. With Garjan stripped of his clothes, Bhediya could see now the full extent of the burns covering his body, and it reminded her, painfully, of Chitra dying in a temple pool. Returning to Garjan’s side, Akio spread a poultice of marigold and sandalwood on the prince’s neck and chest, banana leaf binding already holding the orange mixture in place along the length of his back. Akio held his hands over the wide leaves, and Bhediya watched a faint blue glow spread from his fingers, seeping down into Garjan’s skin. Not healing, she knew, but cooling at least, numbing her prince’s pain. His face relaxed and his eyes closed.

Akio drew a chair next to Bhediya’s, and they watched the sleeping prince together. “I thought I’d lost you,” he told her quietly, “when we discovered that you and Queen Taaratajini were gone.”

Bhediya gave him a look that can only be shared by those who have been friends for a very long time. “Akio, you surprise me,” she said. “I thought you would know by now I’m only obedient in the bedroom, and even then, for a fee.”

Akio chuckled, then sighed. “I only wanted to protect you for as long as I could. I never wanted you to learn what cruelty our king was capable of.”

Bhediya looked at him. “Your eye?” He nodded, and she didn’t need to ask anything more.

“When I saw what he was doing—using the Sanamiri to rid the city of human spellcasters—I knew they would come for you eventually. I thought the necklace could help… not everyone can do it, it is not an easy magic to control. But I believed you could. I just thought we would have more time.”

“The necklace is gone,” Bhediya said, touching the empty place around her neck where the wolf head should have been.

“But the gift is not,” Akio said. “It’s in your blood, Bhediya. It’s who you are.”

“Yes, your sweet-tempered sister taught me that.”

Akio smiled. “I take it you prefer my teaching methods to hers, then?”

Bhediya rolled her eyes but said, “I will admit—I was surprised Maitreyi-ji took me in as a pupil. I was fully prepared for her to turn me away when I showed up here. I must have had luck on my side that day.”

He laughed outright then, leaning back in his chair. “Ah, Bhediya,” he said. “You surprise me. I thought you would remember.”

“Remember what?”

“Elves don’t believe in luck.” Just then, the door to the room opened, and Akio and Bhediya both smirked at the ground. “Speak of a demon and it will appear,” Akio muttered.

Maitreyi ignored them both, coming to stand over Garjan. He stirred, opening his eyes to look up at her. “Taara?”

“Is fine, only weakened,” Maitreyi said, bending to examine Garjan’s burns. She straightened, then said, “We can heal our own. Magic bonds to magic. But this one has no magic in his blood. He was a temporary vessel, nothing more. We have stitched his leg, bandaged his wrist where it seems a wolf bit him. We can do nothing more.”

Maitreyi turned to go, but Bhediya called after her, “Wait, Maitreyi-ji, please. We can’t leave him like this. There must be something we can do.”

Maitreyi paused in the doorway. “Not we, Bhediya. But perhaps you.”

Bhediya felt a twisting in her belly at Maitreyi’s words as she tried to imagine what might be demanded of her now. But she had faced down a demon in a king’s skin, after all, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do to see Garj made well. “What must I do?”

“I have heard there are ways to transmit healing magic between spellcasters and the giftless of the world,” Maitreyi said. “Such carnal methods are distasteful, to be sure, and I would never debase my body by offering it so, but someone of your… professional aptitudes may feel differently.”

Maitreyi left the room, and Bhediya was left with hands on hips, looking from Garjan to Akio, not sure if she had understood. Akio stood and tipped her face up with familiar hands. “Maybe there’s something to be said for believing in luck after all,” he said. He touched a kiss to her forehead, before following Maitreyi out and closing the door behind him.

“What do you suppose she meant by carnal methods?”

Bhediya turned back to the bed to find Garjan half sitting up, watching her with warm eyes. She smiled but tried to be stern, replying, “You need to rest, my prince.”

“Don’t you mean my king?”

Her smile faltered at that. She had nearly forgotten he was still a king. And he still had a wife. As if reading her thoughts, he crooked a finger at her, and she came to sit on the bed. “Diya,” he said, and even the sound of her name in his mouth was an intimate thing. “You have to know that every minute I spent in Abhaya, I spent thinking of you.”

“Then you must have gone to great lengths to hide it,” Bhediya said. “I know you too well to believe you would have hurt your new bride with thoughts of another.”

“Ah, yes. My bride,” Garjan said. He started to bring a hand up to run through his hair, but winced when he tried to move. Akio’s magic could only help so much. Bhediya knew the gesture so well that she reached out and completed it for him, running her fingers through his dark waves. He held her there with his eyes alone, and then she was closing that last gap between them, crushing her mouth into his. For a courtesan of Bhediya’s skill, the kiss was clumsy, desperate, a little pained. He kissed her back, laughing against her lips. “It may interest you to know,” he said, his voice low, as if he slipped a secret from his tongue onto hers, “that my bride has a lover of her own.”

Bhediya pulled back, surprise written across her face. She would not have guessed that of the tight-lipped Queen Taaratajini. “Who is he?”

“Her name is Payal. She came with my brother’s gift of a harem.” Garjan grinned a slow grin, eyes bright with desire and mirth. “I think you two will get along just fine.” Bhediya let her head fall back as she laughed, hair loose around her. When she met Garjan’s gaze again, she saw mischief there, and something a little darker—a look she knew well that sent arousal coursing through her body. “Tell me, Diya,” he said, “did I hear you tell our Norvardarian ambassador that your obedience in the bedroom must be purchased?”

“You did, Highness.”

“Well, I won two fights in the Grand Akhada today, so I have a decent purse to collect,” Garjan said. “What will that kind of coin buy me?”

“That depends,” Bhediya said, letting her voice go husky, knowing its effect. “What do you want?”

“Stand up.” Even wounded, the command in his tone was clear. Bhediya did as she was told. “Clothes off.” She stripped off her silk tunic and trousers and stood before him naked: no color to flatter her features, no perfume to sweeten her scent, no wine to loosen the limbs she longed to wrap around him. His eyes roved her body, claiming every curve as his own. “Spread your legs.” She did. “Now, touch yourself.” Bhediya thrust her breasts forward and slid her hand between her legs. She knew how to do this, how to put on a show. She closed her eyes and let a moan escape her lips. “No,” Garjan said, jarring her out of her performance. “Eyes open, Diya. Eyes on me.” Bhediya licked her lips. And she obeyed. Locking her into his gaze, Garjan asked, “Did you touch yourself like this when I was gone?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Did you imagine it was me inside you when you did?”

“Yes.”

“Did it feel good?”

“Yes.” The word was nearly a sob. So good. So fucking good.

“Show me.” She came for him then, beside the bed, no artifice in her guttural cry or the shudder that passed through her when she withdrew her hand, glistening and wet, from between her legs. His cock was hard where it lay across the ridges of his abdomen, its head thick and dripping. “Do it,” he said.

Bhediya knew what he was asking, but she hesitated. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Diya,” he said, his voice hoarse with need. “Do it. Please.”

And so she did—because Maitreyi had told her to and because Garjan had asked her to, but most of all, because she wanted to. She straddled him carefully, took him in hand, and lowered herself onto his length. That delicious fullness, that sheath-tight fit, brought her too quickly right back to the edge, the fire already burning under her skin. But she had to give it time to build, to move through them both, as she knew it could, as they had both felt it do before. She breathed, and he breathed with her. And then she began to move.

She picked up an easy rhythm, a slow undulation of hips, a sinking into one another that stoked a pleasure so sweet, it bordered on delirium. There had been so many times, in the House of Moonlight, when they had made love and she had felt her fire rising, but she had always tried to contain it. Some part of her had been afraid to show him the true extent of her power. She was a courtesan, after all—her purpose was to be wanted, not to be feared. But now she held nothing back. She ground into him harder, then leaned forward, elbows on either side of his head to push into his mouth with her tongue. They were both wide open, each inside the other, each breathing the other in. They moved as one, and magic moved inside them both. Without breaking the kiss, Bhediya focused on the magic, now molten in her blood. Maitreyi had taught her no words for this, so she simply infused the heat with her will. A wish. A prayer. Heal.

Garjan drew in a long shuddering breath beneath her, but she didn’t let him go. In his eyes, she saw gold flecks that could have been embers or could have been stars. She saw the father he might have been, and might still be yet. And she saw herself, unrestrained, as she truly was. Please heal.

He sat up and his arms were around her waist, holding her to him. He thrust up and into her with strength he shouldn’t have had, harder, and again, and again, and she was arching into it, letting everything go. They found release together in a rush of rapture and a flare of heat, and when they disentangled themselves and Bhediya lifted the leaves packing Garjan’s wounds, all that was left of his burns was a patchwork of scars etched into brown skin.

Bhediya ran her fingers over the new scarring on Garjan’s chest. “Are you all right?” she asked, not quite believing that what they had done had actually worked.

“I think I am,” Garjan replied, not quite seeming to believe it himself.

Then her arms were around him and he was kissing her and trying to say “I thought you were dead…” and “The House of Moonlight…” and “Pavan told me…”

And Bhediya was shaking her head and trying to explain, “No, I escaped…” and “Akio gave me a gift…” and “Pavan lied to you, my love…” But none of it mattered, not when he was here and safe and solid in her arms.

After some time, Garjan said, “This gift you have, Diya, it’s an amazing thing. But when you share something like that with someone like me—giftless, I believe our elvenkind friend called me—I think… it cannot help but leave me changed.”

Bhediya brushed her hands from his shoulders, down along the curve of muscle in his arms, over his wrists—where even her bite mark had faded to a faint crescent-shaped scar. “That’s a good thing,” she said. “Isn’t it?”

“This time, yes,” Garjan replied. “But if you ever find I am changed for the worse, if I ever seem not myself… if I ever hurt you—”

“You would never hurt me.”

“But if I did,” Garjan continued, “Bhediya, promise me you would tell someone, anyone—Roland, Akio—”

“If I ever told Akio you had hurt me, Akio would kill you,” Bhediya said, only half in jest. “King or not.”

“I’m counting on it,” Garjan said. Then, with a tilt of his head, “But speaking of Roland, I wonder where he’s disappeared to?”

Bhediya climbed out of bed and poured Garjan another cup of water from the pitcher and watched him drink. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

In response, Garjan slowly rose, abandoning poultice-stained leaves and bloody bandages to the unmade bed. He enfolded Bhediya against his chest, his scars strange against her cheek, his heartbeat strong against her ear. “I’m more than all right, Diya,” he said. “I’m a new man.”

“Good,” she said. “Because for once I actually do know where that Bhuta went.” She retrieved her clothes, then watched him for a moment, skimming the terrain of his new skin with curious fingers. “I suppose we’ll need to find you something to wear.”

Garjan’s arms went around her waist. “And where are we going?”

“We’re going to a play.”







CHAPTER 28
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ROLAND

As soon as Roland had seen Bhediya and Garjan safely inside the first palanquin waiting beyond the palace courtyard, he lifted the queen of Abhaya’s limp body into the second palanquin and climbed in after her. What in all the realms of demons just happened?

In the seat across from him, Maitreyi sat straight-backed, hands folded in her lap. “You were meant to find the prince and bring him back to the embassy,” she said. “That was the agreed-upon plan, was it not?”

“The plan changed.”

“Well, congratulations,” Maitreyi said. “The way the four of you have handled this situation, we’ll have civil war with the Sanamiri by the new moon.”

Roland had no defense for that. It seemed foolish to try to explain that he had never wanted any part of this, could never have known how best to handle the impossible, magical, horrible chain of events that had brought him to this moment. He thought of the sandstone orb he still carried in his satchel—no longer glowing or burning, just an ordinary stone sphere pickpocketed from a palace shrine. He offered Maitreyi a small smile. “You’re probably right,” Roland told her. “The goddess should have recruited a diplomat to save this fucking city instead of a common thief. Perhaps you should direct your complaints to Her.”

Maitreyi offered a long, irritated sigh in return but said nothing, and they made their way to the Norvardarian embassy in silence. When the palanquins set down in the embassy courtyard before the black stone slab lit with torches and pouring water into the fountain below, Bhediya and Akio rushed inside, supporting Garjan between them, while Maitreyi bid the palanquin bearers carry Taaratajini in after them. Nobody looked back, and Roland was again forgotten, still a ghost in so many ways. He sat on the edge of the fountain, sheltered from the drizzle by a golden leopard’s outstretched paw. In the two days since he had found Bhediya here, dressed in the clothes of Norvardarian nobility, they had traded such terrible stories: the things she had seen mirroring the things he had learned, the two of them piecing together a plot of kings and elves and emperors in which neither of them wished to be embroiled. And then she had shown him Akio’s gift and what it could do. What she could do.

“So, Bhediya Mukan is a more fitting name than I thought,” Roland had said, after the shock of seeing a woman become a wolf and then a woman again had worn off. “That’s what you’ll do, then, when all this is over?”

“I don’t know,” she had said as they walked the embassy grounds together, waiting for rain. “Sometimes I wonder if there will ever be a time when all this is over. Or if there is, if I’ll live to see it.”

Roland had no reassurance to offer. Knowing all that he knew, he couldn’t help but wonder the same. He had told her instead the one thing of which he was sure. “Garj will come back for you. If the prince has a single breath left in his body, you can be sure he’s using it to get back to Nandapore.”

She had smiled then, sadly. “A happy ending, Roland? Really? I never took you for such a romantic.”

“Blame Faquir for that,” Roland had said. “They’re a bad influence.” Then, glancing at her, he had asked, “Did you know they’re using you as inspiration for their play?”

“So I heard,” she had said. “Although I fear they’ve written me into a tragedy, not a love story.”

To that, Roland had replied, “Let’s make a deal. If we survive this, you and I, we’ll go to Faquir’s play together. Find out how the story really ends. What say you?”

“It’s a deal,” Bhediya had said, and extended her hand as if she would shake his, but then turned her face skyward and turned her palm up instead to catch the first drops of rain as they started to fall.

Now Roland ground the last of his bhang roll beneath his heel and looked out across the Norvardarian embassy courtyard, into the dark and empty street. There were no rickshaws to be caught here after sunset, so Roland’s only choice was to walk as far as Beggar’s Bridge, where he might be able to catch a ride to the market, hopefully in time to see some of Faquir’s play.

He had started walking toward the gates when a voice from the other side of the slab, low and a little harsh, made him spin round. He had been certain he was alone. Ixara stood in front of him. “It’s not over, you know,” she said. “The emperor will come for you. And for us.” She wore a black leather cloak that repelled the rain, its hood framing full lips, green eyes, black skin. The tunic and trousers she wore underneath were molded to her form, fitting like a second skin. Or maybe, Roland thought, remembering the leopards at Nandapore Palace, more like a third skin.

Roland spread out his arms, backing up toward the gate. “Well, let’s hope he doesn’t come tonight,” he said. “I have somewhere I need to be.”

“And where’s that?”

“There’s a play happening in the market. It’s written by a friend of mine.”

“You’re going to a play?” Ixara’s tone was incredulous. “Now?”

“Don’t have anything better to do.” They stood there, staring at each other. She could have gone inside the embassy, but she didn’t. He could have walked away, but he stayed where he was.

Finally, she asked, “What’s it about?” She said it with a scoff, her tone disdainful.

“It’s a love story.”

“Love stories are stupid and boring,” Ixara said. “Typical human fare.”

“And here I was going to invite you to join me,” Roland said. He found himself quite pleased when she dropped her gaze, caught off guard by his response.

“My father has taken an interest in you, for whatever fool reason,” she said, changing tack. “You and your maps and those damn tunnels.” She stalked out into the rain to meet him, eye to eye. “But I’m warning you, Roland, if you put him in harm’s way again, I’ll make you regret it.”

Roland nodded. “It’s certainly possible that Akio’s taken an interest in me for my maps and those damn tunnels. And unfortunately, I do seem to find myself in harm’s way fairly often.” He rubbed the back of his neck, looking down. “Or…”

“Or what?” she snapped.

He raised his eyes to meet hers and took a single step forward, close enough to touch her now, or for her to touch him, if she wanted to. “Or maybe I’m just interesting.” Ixara’s jaw tightened and she seemed as likely to kiss him as to slap him across the face, and Roland wasn’t sure which he might like better. “Till we meet again,” he said, “I remain, as always, at your service.” He gave her a bow, then he was out the gates and moving through the city. But when he did catch a rickshaw and take it into the crowded, dirty, noisy streets of the Old City, he let it pass the market, heading down the hill. He suddenly wanted to go home.

When Roland jumped down from his ride, landing in the dirt in front of Shamini’s house, the first thing he noticed was the flicker of a lamp in the upstairs room. His room. What the—? Shamini and Vishal had no business being in there. He scaled the ladder and checked for his key in the crack between the bricks, but no key was there. That gave him pause. He made no deals here, brought no lovers here, had told no one where he hid his key. No one except Garjan. He knelt over the hatch in the roof and listened. There were voices inside. He pressed his ear closer still and got a face full of wood when the hatch swung open from within. A woman’s head popped out. She set one of Roland’s empty wine bottles on the roof in front of her. Then, seeing him, she demanded, “Who are you?”

“Who am I?” Roland repeated, rubbing his forehead where the hatch had hit him, checking his nose for blood. “I live here. Who the fuck are you?”

“Oh,” she said, hoisting herself the rest of the way out of the hatch. She covered her head with the tattered end of her sari and took the wine bottle to his tap, letting the water dribble out and sloshing it around inside the bottle. “You must be the thief.”

He looked at her and remembered what the young queen Taaratajini had said at the embassy. I came with my chambermaid. And my husband. He knew where the queen was and he knew where Garjan was, which left one possibility. “And you must be the maid.”

“Something like that.”

“Payal, who are you talking to? Is someone there?” Roland couldn’t see who it was that spoke, but it was a voice he knew. You can have me like this, that voice had told him once, and the memory of it alone made Roland’s breath catch.

Roland jumped down into his own room and found it warm and bright and filled with the smells of food and spilled wine and other people. “How’d you find me?” he demanded.

Yash hesitated, looking like a kid caught with his fingers in the ghee jar. “The basket weaver in the market might have mentioned her bhuta tenant,” he said. “She does a pretty good impression of you. You’re late on the rent, by the way.” When Roland said nothing, Yash continued, “When you didn’t come back… After what happened in Abhaya… I just… wanted to make sure you were all right. But all I found when I got here was her.” He nodded in Payal’s direction as she dropped back into the room, closing the hatch behind her. “And this.” He pulled from his trouser pocket Roland’s wooden wren, left on the ledge of the roof when he had thought he might not return. Yash ran a thumb over the bird’s white beak, then offered it back to Roland. “Are you angry I’m here?”

Roland let the moment hang, then a slow smile spread across his face, one that he couldn’t hold back. But then, he didn’t really try. “No,” he said, taking back his bird. “No, I’m not angry you’re here.” He grabbed Yash’s shirt and pulled him in roughly, kissing him hard. It was Yash who softened the kiss, mouth pliant under Roland’s, skin hot to touch.

“Did you take care of the things you had to take care of?” Yash asked, before biting Roland’s bottom lip.

“I did,” Roland said. “It’s done.”

“And Taara?” They both turned to look at Payal, and Roland had to wonder what kind of maid had leave to call her queen by her name.

“The king and queen of Abhaya are both safe,” Roland said. “I can take you to them in the morning, if you like.”

Payal breathed a visible sigh of relief. Then an expression Roland couldn’t read flickered across her pretty face, before she tossed her braid over a shoulder and lifted the wine bottle up between them. “To the king and queen, then,” she said, and drank. She made a face at the watered-down dregs she had swallowed. “Your hospitality leaves something to be desired, thief.” She handed the bottle to Roland. She seemed unsteady on her feet. “To the realms of demons with this,” she said. “I’m going to the market to get some decent wine before it really starts to rain.” She climbed up on the stool, opened the hatch, and pulled herself out. “Either of you coming?” she called. “I hear there’s a play happening there tonight. We might still manage to catch some of it.”

Roland looked at Yash, and he shrugged good-naturedly. He would never know how beautiful he was in this moment, in this room, in this city that had come so close to crumbling under one man’s fist. Part of him wanted to stay here with Yash, to peel off his clothes, to memorize his scent and the sounds that he made when Roland was inside him. But then—he had promised Faquir he wouldn’t miss their play, and the scribe would never let him hear the end of it if he did. Plus, he had made a deal with a wolf.

“We’re coming,” he called back, and they followed Payal out onto the roof. Yash turned, Roland’s key in hand, and bent to lock up the hatch, as if the space had always been his. As if he belonged there. Remembering himself, he stood and somewhat awkwardly held the key out to Roland. “I guess this is yours.”

“Keep it.” The words were out of Roland’s mouth before he had a chance to doubt them.

“Are you sure?” Yash asked, but he was smiling as he spoke and Roland realized he had never been so sure about anything in his life. He nodded, not trusting his voice, and Yash slipped the key into his trouser pocket. Roland saw the moment’s confusion on his face before he pulled from the same pocket Roland’s wren. “I thought I gave this back,” he said. “How—”

Roland stopped him with another kiss. He had always asked too many questions. “You can keep that too,” he said and climbed down the ladder, joining a crowd on their way up the hill, not a vessel, not a ghost, not a bird ready to take flight anymore. A part of the city, heading into its pounding heart.

Roland couldn’t remember ever seeing the market quite like this before. Rows of colored lanterns hung from rope strung from stall to stall while children who should have been in their beds long ago chased one another screaming through the crowd. Every stall was open, every kind of food being cooked, and every citizen of the Old City, it seemed to Roland, had come out to see the story of the Courtesan and the Prince on the market stage. Here a beggar and here a fire-eater and here a game of dice. The play was already underway on a wide platform erected right in the center of the square, where Shamini usually set up her wares. Roland laughed aloud, imagining her outrage when she found herself temporarily displaced come morning.

With Yash’s hand held fast in his, Roland followed Payal’s lead as she shimmied and shoved her way toward the stage. Multicolored umbrellas dotted the sea of people as dancers in bright costumes twirled from one end of the platform to the other. The musicians seated to one side of the stage on a thick woven rug played a little louder, a little faster, in time with the patter of the rain and the jingle of ankle bells on the dancers’ feet. The audience whooped and hollered, dancing along, wine bottles passing freely from hand to hand. Somehow, Payal managed to lead them right to the front, and it was there, tucked into the corner where stairs led down from the platform to the ground, that Roland saw the prince of Nandapore holding a white umbrella over his wife, the queen of Abhaya.

Garjan wore a plain gray cloak, its hood pulled over his head, Taaratajini a simple tunic and trousers, freed of silk and jewels. They could be any couple, any Garjan and Taara here to see the show. Last Roland had seen them, she had been unconscious and he had been damn near dead. Roland couldn’t begin to imagine what kind of magic it had taken to bring them both back, to bring them both here, but by now he knew better than to doubt what was possible in a city like Nandapore. By Her grace, he thought. He bent his head close to Payal’s. “Look,” he shouted, pointing. “By the stairs.”

He saw her look, felt her gasp, heard the wine bottle in her hand smash as it hit the ground. He followed her, with Yash behind, as she fairly clawed her way through the crowd to throw her arms around the queen. He watched Taara’s expression shift from surprise to relief to a pure kind of joy. And then he watched Garjan’s wife pull her chambermaid close and kiss her mouth. Roland caught Garj’s eye and the kid raised a hand in greeting; then, following Roland’s gaze, he gave a half smile and a half shrug, holding the umbrella over Payal and Taara both.

Roland saw Bhediya then, behind the musicians with Faquir next to her, decked out in festival finery, both of them under brightly colored mirrored umbrellas. When the dancers took their bow, Bhediya embraced Faquir and made her way down the stairs. She still wore Norvardarian silk, but her hair was loose, pinned with a garland of jasmine, her eyes lined with black, her lips painted with red—someone who looked like a courtesan he remembered well, but also like someone new. When she saw him, she slipped between the pockets of people pressing closer and closer to the stage until she was at his side. The musicians had taken up a new tune now, and the player acting the part of the prince was down on one knee, professing his love to the scantily clad player acting the part of the courtesan, all while the player acting the part of the jealous princess—a large man swathed in silk and comically large jewels—looked on from where she was supposedly hiding in plain view. The audience gleefully booed her arrival and shouted warnings at the young lovers, who were oblivious to their fate.

“I hoped we’d find you here,” Bhediya said into Roland’s ear, holding her umbrella above their heads.

“I had to come,” he replied. “We made a deal, remember?”

A clap of thunder shook the ground, and even the players paused to look up. For a split second, there was silence in the market square. And then, it finally happened—a bolt of lightning cracked the sky wide open and the rain poured down in sheets, no longer a mere drizzle, but the real monsoon come at last. Everyone was instantly drenched, umbrellas collapsing under the sheer force of the downpour. The players scattered while Faquir screamed at them from the sidelines. Yash was laughing, soaked to the skin. “I don’t think they can finish the play like this,” he shouted.

Roland saw Taara in Payal’s arms, her face tilted to the sky. He saw Garjan wrapping Bhediya in his cloak, bending to kiss her, holding her close. He took Yash’s hand. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I know how this one ends.”







Epilogue

In the royal hunting grounds, behind Nandapore Palace, the rain eventually puts the pyres out, those who tended them now expired. The Agni-raakh swirls, screaming in the open pit, demanding vengeance. It peels back layer after layer of rock, forging new tunnels through the underground, but there is no blast, no elemental magic suddenly set free.

There is, from within the depths of the pit, a discovery of a door unlocked, a shrieking chorus, an exodus from the realms of demons, into the tunnels, into the wet night. The goddess sleeps on, today’s game won, while what dwells in the darkness of Nandapore’s heart surges up and up, woken with a kiss of crimson ash, tempted at last into the light.








The story continues in…

Book TWO of the Games of the Goddess Trilogy








Glossary

A note on the non-English language used in A Kiss of Crimson Ash

The fictional world of Astirakhanda is inspired by real-world medieval India, which was a diverse and dynamic landscape, both culturally and linguistically. The non-English words used throughout the book draw on many Indian languages, including Sanskrit, Hindi, Tamil, and Malayalam. There are also some words that are unique to the world of the book itself.

Agni-raakh—fire-ash

akhada—a space for the practice of martial arts

beta—son

bhai—brother

bhang—cannabis

Bhediya Mukan—House of Wolves

bhuta—ghost

Chandanee Mukan—House of Moonlight

chappals—leather sandals

chup—colloquial, meaning “Quiet!”

dhoti—a length of cloth wrapped around the waist and legs, typically worn by men

didi—a term of respect, to address an older woman with whom one has close ties

diya—a small oil lamp, usually made from clay

Dooseri-Ma—“second mother”; a nursemaid

dupatta—a length of cloth, typically worn as a shawl or head covering

ghee—clarified butter

goonda—colloquial term for a criminal or gangster

henna—a reddish dye prepared from the dried and powdered leaves of the henna tree

jaan—a term of endearment

jaggery—cane sugar

jalebi—a spiral-shaped Indian sweet, usually bright orange in color

ladoo—a ball-shaped Indian sweet

malla-yuddha—a traditional fighting style, combining sword-work and sequences of hand-to-hand combat

maru—colloquial, meaning “Move!”

Mayura Mukan—House of Peacocks

neem—a tropical tree with many medicinal uses

Norvardar—homeland of the Norvardarian elvenkind

pallu—the loose end of a sari, often worn over the shoulder or pulled over the head

papadum—a crispy deep-fried Indian snack food

raja—king

rani—queen

Sanamiri—homeland of the Sanamiri elvenkind

sari—a traditional Indian garment, typically worn by women, often made up of six yards of fabric worn over a tightly fitted blouse, tucked into an underskirt, and draped over the body

sitar—an Indian plucked string instrument

tikka—a piece of jewelry typically worn on the forehead

ut—colloquial, meaning “Get up!”
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