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	No one knows where I shall go tomorrow.

	I shall not apologize. I shall not be sorry.

	I shall accept my destiny with a bowed head.

	CHANDRABATI RAMAYANA, BOOK THREE

	ENGLISH TRANSLATION BY NABANEETA DEV SEN

	 

	


  ⭃

Prologue

	Late Afternoon

	Third Day of the Month of Asadha

	Kingdom of Kosala

	The renowned sage Valmiki meditated under the dancing leaves of the banyan tree, his humble ashram sprawled below him on the banks of India’s most holy river. 

	Valmiki’s meditation was, in all honesty, a breath away from a nap. He was an old man, after all, and had lived a long, strange life. He was entitled to rest his eyes on a lazy afternoon heady with the breath of summer. 

	The warm breeze brushed against his weathered skin, rustling the leaves over his head and the grasses at his heels. He allowed himself to lean back against the nested trunks of the tree in the interest of better facilitating that nap. 

	Small, hurried footsteps pounded up the slope. Valmiki felt them as a subtle thrum of the earth against his aching bones. High, sweet voices called out through the clear air in tones laced with excited urgency. 

	“Maharishi Valmiki!” 

	The revered sage cracked open a wary eye. 

	A half dozen of the ashram’s children gathered around him. They were led by one of the oldest girls, the dangerously quick-witted Iravati. 

	“There is a woman by the river,” she reported authoritatively. 

	The wind shifted. The whispering leaves overhead seemed to echo the lilting melody of a song hummed by low caste wives as they drew water from the nearby well. 

	The moonlit night is here. Come, now, my beloved…

	“She is draped in silk and gold,” Iravati elaborated impatiently, hands braced on her bony hips. “She is either a princess or a goddess, and some warrior just left her alone here and went away with tears in his eyes. You must go to her and make sure that she is all right.”

	Valmiki, greatest of all living ascetics, who had found enlightenment among the anthills and received the tribute of kings, knew well enough when to give up. 

	“I’m coming,” he grumbled, bones creaking as he rose. 

	⸻

	He climbed down the hill, his feet long since hardened against the ground. His chest was bare save for a mala of ruddy, wrinkled rudraksha seeds and the white veil of his beard. 

	A woman stood on the banks of the river. She wore a sari of petal-soft silk in a hue like the pads on a hare’s foot, the cloth draped modestly over her head. 

	Something about her arms drew the sage as he approached—the curve of her bicep as full and soft as a ripe fruit in a color like pearl dust over amber.

	Iravati’s impatient description echoed through Valmiki’s mind. 

	A princess or a goddess…

	His toes sank into the mud of the riverbank as he stopped at the woman’s side. 

	Across the water, a nobleman rode away, dust rising from the wheels of his chariot. Even from a distance, Valmiki recognized his princely form and the dark, rich waves of his hair. 

	“That is Prince Lakshmana, son of Sumitra,” Valmiki noted. “Why are his shoulders bowed with sorrow?”

	The lady graced him with a sad, slender smile—an expression of such aching beauty that Valmiki felt certain it would pierce him like an arrow and leave him bleeding on the ground. When she spoke, her voice was the rush of water kissing a midnight shore. “Because he has left me here and ordered me not to return.”

	Wary caution shivered over Valmiki’s wrinkled skin. “And does this order come from his lord?”

	“It does,” the woman confirmed. 

	Valmiki winced. 

	Lakshmana was ruled by his brother, the favored son of Dasharatha—the greatest king in the history of all India. 

	Lord Rama.

	Valmiki found himself wretchedly certain of the identity of the woman who had just been abandoned on his riverbank by Rama’s loyal brother—and fought back the urge to groan. 

	She was not just any princess, but the Jewel of Ayodhya—daughter of King Janaka, who could transcend the prison of his own flesh. The woman for whom Lord Rama had conquered and slain ten-headed Ravana and his entire army of demons. 

	His queen. Sita. 

	Was the king mad? Or was this bizarre act the result of a godly wisdom greater than any that Valmiki himself possessed? 

	Why? the sage moaned inwardly—the thought more a momentary indulgence in self-pity than a question.

	The lines of Sita’s profile were of unutterable grace as she gazed over the river at the puff of dust that marked the last sign of her retreating brother-in-law, her expression marked by an enduring, stoic grief.  

	Then Valmiki noticed the curve at the waist of her sari where the silk bent around the early swell of new life—and his knees started to wobble. 

	There must be some truly egregious sin in one of his past lives for the gods to have handed him this burden. 

	Fool, Valmiki cursed internally. Lord Rama, the great conqueror of demons, was a bloody fool. 

	“A great wrong has been done here today, Daughter of the Earth,” the sage declared. “I will travel to Ayodhya and make your husband see reason.”

	Valmiki was quite sure that he could do it. He was not a sage for nothing, after all. He had once chanted a mantra so long and so deeply that he had come to live on nothing but the air itself and the earth under his feet, time itself slowing around him like a river turning to ice with the winter. He had danced along infinity, the wisdom of the space beyond the gods laid open to his wondering soul. And he had once been an adviser and companion to Lord Rama’s father, King Dasharatha. Surely, he would be able to make the lady’s noble husband see reason.

	Valmiki expected that his promise might meet with a nod of regal acknowledgment or a sob of relief—but Sita’s eyes remained on the land across the river, and her voice, when it spoke, was calm. 

	“There is an ashram of women hidden in the forest.”

	Valmiki jolted with surprise. “The existence of that ashram is a great secret, my lady. How have you come to know of it?”

	She did not answer him, speaking instead with the quiet authority of a queen. “I will raise my children there.” 

	The hairs at the back of the sage’s neck lifted with a creeping chill as instincts born of a lifetime of study and meditation flared softly to life. Each word felt like a step through a quagmire. “A decision that reflects your great wisdom. A prince cannot help but grow into a better man among the ascetics and the wild than he would ensconced in the flattery and luxury of the court.” 

	“Not one prince.” The queen laid a graceful hand over the swell of her belly. “There will be two.” 

	By the shape of her body, she could not have been more than four months gone. It was certainly too soon to have discerned through movement or pressure on the womb that she carried twins. 

	The uncanny chill on Valmiki’s neck grew stronger, and the space between his eyebrows began to itch with an uncomfortable, electric tension. 

	His gaze shifted to where a bow hung over the queen’s shoulder. The curved wood was elegant and supple, accented with slivers of carved bone—a warrior’s weapon, unfussy and lovingly maintained. 

	Intuition tugged his attention down. In her other hand, the queen carried an object as long and thin as Valmiki’s forearm, obscured by homespun wrapping like the tattered scrap of a vulture’s wing. The black fabric rippled softly in the gentle breeze from the river. 

	“What is that you carry, my lady?” Valmiki asked through a dry throat. 

	“Something I demanded of Lord Lakshmana,” she replied in a voice like silver. “Something that I would see kept safe.” 

	The wind pulled again, and a corner of the dark cloth fell away from the burden in her petal-soft fingers. 

	Light flared from the slender gap in the frayed fabric in ghostly, whipping threads—blue and gold, silver and crimson. Hot wind buffeted across the plain, tossing the thick branches of the scattered trees like waves in a tempestuous sea. Pebbles bounced around the calloused soles of the sage’s feet as the ground began to groan with the sigh of a rudely awakened giant. 

	Weathered flesh tugged against Valmiki’s bones, pulling toward the lady’s hand—and a freedom that could only mean death. 

	“My lady…” he pleaded, the word rasping like sand in his throat. 

	With a subtle shift of her wrist, she folded the cloth back into place. 

	The wind died. Little stones rolled to a crackling stop—and Valmiki realized what the Queen of Queens had taken from her brother-in-law into her keeping. 

	The knowledge twisted like fire in the sage’s gut. 

	“I will give you Lord Rama’s story, as you must tell it,” Sita commanded. 

	Valmiki reeled at the woman’s words. He was not a man prone to hubris—he had, after all, spent a lifetime working to shed himself of his earthly desires. But Lord Rama’s story was one of righteousness, betrayal, and wild adventure, threaded through with gods and saints, immortal monsters, and unexpected allies. To be the one chosen to record it was an honor beyond reckoning. 

	There were tales of ferocious battles. Of mountains moved across the night. Of the raising of the dead. 

	Of holy weapons of unimaginable power. 

	The sage’s gaze dropped to the cloth-wrapped secret the queen held in her hand—and her final words echoed uncomfortably through his mind. 

	“As I must write it?” he pushed back uncertainly. “Will it not be the whole story, then?”

	The woman on the riverbank turned her head to look at him. 

	Her face was the image of perfection, black brows soaring like the wings of starlings over cheeks warm and rosy as a summer sunrise. That beauty must have made a thousand hearts burn with regret that they had not had the good fortune to be born Lord Rama and enjoy the unimaginable splendor of this woman’s favor. 

	Past lips like sun-ripened berries, lashes thick as the fall of evening framed eyes like those of a new-foaled fawn. But as the sage looked deeper into that still, relentless gaze, it seemed as though he saw past the flesh and blood that stood before him to a truth deeper than the reckoning of a single lifetime. 

	He tasted the bitter tang of copper on the back of his tongue. His ears rang with a sound like the clanging of gongs, and the shadow of another pair of arms fell over his soul. 

	A thought rose into his consciousness, echoing up from a place far beyond both space and time. Valmiki absorbed it with a wild sense of awe. 

	There have been skulls around her neck.

	What had the child Iravati said when she had come up the hill to fetch him? 

	She is either a princess or a goddess.

	The great sage, Maharishi of the Ant Hills, now knew with a trembling clarity exactly which of those stood before him on his riverbank. 

	“No story is ever complete,” She replied, Her words ringing with all the terrifying potential of the space between the stars. “Because every story has its secrets.”

	“Shakti,” Valmiki rasped through a throat dry as dust, falling to his knees in the mud at her feet. 

	
⭃

	One

	Late morning

	Sunday July 10, 1898

	India

	Fields of jewel-like green glided past the window beneath a rich gray sky as Eleanora Mallory curled up in a wingback chair, her nose pressed to the pages of a book. 

	The fields were speckled with brightly colored wildflowers and grazing cattle. The chair was bolted to the floor. The book was the third volume in Manmatha Nath Dutt’s English translation of the Ramayana, an epic tale of love, exile, and war. 

	The landscape glided rather than staying put because Ellie was sitting in the elegantly furnished parlor of a private train car—a luxury she had never experienced before her arrival in India. 

	The car had been waiting for her and her companions when they had disembarked from their boat in Madras. Four servants in purple and gold livery had met them at the docks to guide them there, whisking up their luggage and carrying it the short distance to the railway station. 

	The servants, like the private carriage, belonged to Sir Vijayrama Chandra Devi, Maharaja of Nandapur—or Uncle Vijay, as Ellie’s friend Constance affectionately referred to him. 

	When she pulled her nose out of her reading long enough to notice, Ellie had to admit that a private carriage was a very comfortable way to travel. The facilities included three cabins with berths for sleeping and a well-appointed washroom. 

	There were advantages to traveling as royalty—even royalty in a land dominated by a foreign empire.

	The parlor, where Ellie sat, was appointed in European style, though the purple upholstery that covered the sofa and chairs was richer in texture and color than anything she knew from England. A wet bar in the corner glittered with crystal glasses and decanters. A small library was fixed to one of the walls, the volumes held in place against sudden stops by a raised ridge at the bottom of each shelf. 

	The other members of Ellie’s traveling party were scattered about the room. 

	Constance Tyrrell lounged on the sofa, dressed for the day in a striped blouse and matching blue silk skirt. A natty red bow tie finished off the ensemble. Ellie’s best friend was desperately excited to finally explore India, a land that constituted a quarter of her heritage. Though both her mother and grandmother had been born here, Constance knew relatively little of the country and was determined to soak up as much about it as she could. 

	She had spent most of the trip pressed to the window of the carriage, exclaiming over everything they passed as they traveled up the coast, from shipwrecks to roadside shrines. But as there was currently little more than farmland to gawk at, she settled for idly turning the pages of a magazine. 

	“What a darling hat!” She held the magazine out to the lanky tweed-clad gentleman who sat in the chair beside her. “Isn’t this a darling hat?”

	Dr. Neil Fairfax did not look up. Ellie’s stepbrother was engrossed in his own reading material—namely, the second volume of Mr. Dutt’s Ramayana. 

	“That’s a reference to Indra, I believe,” Neil commented distractedly as he turned another page. 

	Constance whacked him lightly on the shoulder with the magazine. 

	Neil startled in response, his round gold-rimmed spectacles going crooked around his green-tinted eyes. 

	“Hat, Stuffy.” Constance snapped the magazine open again and pointed to the accessory in question. 

	“Connie, I haven’t the foggiest notion…” Neil trailed off as Constance narrowed her thick-lashed eyes dangerously. 

	“Very nice,” he offered uncertainly. “Excellent… brimmage.” 

	“Brimmage,” Constance echoed musingly, flipping the magazine back around to study the hat herself. 

	Neil warily returned to his reading. Over the last month, his comfortable life as a respected scholar and archaeologist had crumbled into a howling maelstrom of the unknown. He had been forced to raid his own excavation, escape from a luxury yacht, and fight with swords—not that it had been much of a fight, Neil not having the least notion how to use a blade. 

	He’d lost his job, and his academic reputation was in tatters, but at least he looked like himself that morning, with his soft brown hair neatly combed and his yellow bow tie in place. Ellie hoped that was a sign that he was beginning to adjust to his unconventional new circumstances. 

	Neil and Constance were getting along well, at any rate. Perhaps the time they had spent together back in Egypt had kindled a deeper connection between them than the one they’d shared as children. Back then, Constance had been a hell-raising terror, and Ellie’s scholarly, easily mortified older brother had served as an ideal target for her more diabolical pranks. 

	Her musings about her brother and her friend fizzled as Mr. Adam Bates stepped out of the carriage’s washroom, haphazardly toweling his freshly shaved cheeks. Of course, even a freshly shaved Adam Bates still looked on the verge of sprouting stubble along his rugged jaw. He was far more gifted in that department than Ellie’s reluctantly youthful-looking brother. 

	Adam also found himself recently unemployed. He had originally taken a leave of absence from his job as Assistant Surveyor General to the colony of British Honduras when he and Ellie had run off to Egypt, but continuing on with her to India had meant resigning his post entirely. 

	Ellie felt a bit rotten about that—but then, Adam had already been struggling with his own uncomfortable questions about the job. He might very well have left anyway, even if he hadn’t been hijacked into chasing dangerous magical artifacts across the globe by the lady scholar who had quite literally fallen into his lap. 

	Not that she would mind being in his lap again. In his shirt and braces, with his sun-kissed hair still tantalizingly damp, Adam looked absolutely delicious.

	Before leaving Egypt, the pair of them had managed to steal two memorable opportunities to further the physical side of their relationship. Though they had put certain practical restrictions on the activities they had engaged in, Ellie had still made herself intimately familiar with more or less every single part of Adam Bates. And by God, she could not complain about any of it… except the fact that it had been damnably too long since she’d had a chance to further her explorations. Traveling to India with her uptight stepbrother, nosy best friend, and her nosy best friend’s royal and all-seeing grandmother had thoroughly foiled any chance of arranging more illicit encounters. 

	Maharajkumari Padma Devi was the reason all four of them were now in India. She made her chair on the far side of the train car look like a throne as she spoke in rich, authoritative tones, handing letters back to the exceptionally well-dressed Sudanese gentleman behind her. “No reply. Schedule a call for this one. And this should be forwarded to my banker.” 

	Mr. Mahjoud had graduated from dragoman to personal secretary as he accompanied Padma on their journey. He had adapted to the role with aplomb, mustering an exceptional air of dignity in his perfectly starched shirt and silk waistcoat. 

	Constance’s royal granny must suspect that something was going on between Ellie and Adam. She hadn’t made any comment on the subject, which Ellie took as a sign of tacit tolerance—but she doubted that extended so far as to condone Ellie sneaking into Adam’s berth to do wicked things to him. 

	Not that Ellie could have done that anyway, as he’d been sharing that berth with Neil for the entire trip. The notion of asking her brother to make himself scarce so that Ellie could take flagrant and glorious advantage of his best friend was enough to make her want to hide behind her book. 

	It was all dreadfully unfair. Why should an independent-minded woman face such difficulty when all she wished to do was enjoy the company of the man who loved her without subjecting herself to the unjust shackles of holy matrimony? 

	Adam claimed the sofa beside Ellie’s chair, sprawling across it with his customary ease. He was joined a moment later by an explosion of gangly fawn-hued limbs from the washroom. The animal skidded to a stop against Adam’s legs, panting up at him hopefully. 

	Ellie had been somewhat less than entirely enthused when Adam had insisted that they bring his new dog—creatively named Kalb, the Arabic word for ‘dog’—along with them from Egypt. 

	Admittedly, she wasn’t overly fond of dogs in general. She had not grown up with them, as most dog-loving people had done. The animals seemed to be either clumsy agents of destruction or needy black holes for affection. 

	Kalb was no exception. There was something abstractly majestic about him during those rare moments when he actually sat still, as he was a slender dog with a graceful arch to his breast and a long-haired tail that waved behind him like a flag—but everything else about the beast was pure chaos. He chased everything that moved, regardless of whether that meant darting in front of a moving tram or into a sewer. He was obsessed with food and respected absolutely no boundaries when it came to getting it into his mouth. Ellie had seen him pull an entire pheasant off a table in a moment of distraction. He once ate through the side of a canvas bag of rice. 

	Even now, the dog had gone conspicuously still as it eyed the breakfast plates set out on the coffee table.

	Ellie realized that his mouth was far wetter than even the sight of leftover scrambled eggs ought to have justified. 

	“Please tell me he wasn’t drinking out of the commode,” she pleaded. 

	“He’d never do something like that,” Adam assured her without looking. “Would you, buddy?”

	Kalb would absolutely do something like that. 

	In addition to chasing anything that moved and snatching food off the counter at every opportunity, Kalb was also afflicted with a startling lack of awareness of his own substantial size. When standing on his hind legs, the dog was roughly Ellie’s height. He weighed a solid three stone. None of that stopped him from jumping on people when he got excited or thinking that he fit onto laps. Whenever Adam sat down for more than thirty seconds—which was admittedly not often—Kalb tried to sneak onto the man’s thighs. He would start by setting his face on Adam’s leg, then add a paw, and before Ellie quite knew what had happened, the dog would have slid entirely up onto Adam’s body to start licking his ear. 

	Adam did not discourage this behavior in the slightest. 

	Kalb occasionally tried to do the same with Ellie, opening his negotiations by setting his head on Ellie’s lap and gazing up at her with hopeful brown eyes. Ellie responded to this with the most discouraging looks she could muster. In response, the dog would press himself mournfully to the floor by her boots, whining like a badly tuned motor. 

	The beast moved his commode-dampened mouth toward Ellie’s skirt. She was only saved when Adam casually tossed the dog a piece of toast from the table. 

	Kalb snatched the bread from the air with astonishing nimbleness. 

	“Good boy,” Adam said, rubbing the dog between the ears as it panted blissfully. 

	He rose to fetch himself a cup of coffee from the urn. On his way back, he paused to lean over Ellie’s shoulder and examine her book. She could smell shaving soap and a whiff of something rich and hot that was unmistakably and enticingly Adam. 

	“Any good?” he asked lightly. 

	The natural rumble of his voice so close to her ear sent a shivering little thrill through her. 

	The Ramayana was a Hindu epic ascribed to the great sage Valmiki, who played a minor role in the tale himself. It told the story of Lord Rama, a prince of the kingdom of Kosala, from his birth and marriage to his exile and ensuing adventures. The most famous of those was his quest to rescue his wife, Sita, after her abduction by the demon king Ravana. 

	The story read like a thrilling adventure novel, even across the roughly two thousand years since its composition. Ellie could easily see why it was such a popular and compelling tale—though she did have her own issues with the narrative, largely around the more dubious choices Rama made regarding his treatment of his wife. 

	“Rama’s army is crossing the sea to Lanka.” The breathless quality of Ellie’s reply might have had more to do with Adam’s proximity than the book. 

	“Huh,” Adam commented thoughtfully. 

	The hand resting on her chair moved subtly, knuckles brushing secretly against the fine hairs at the back of Ellie’s neck. 

	Ellie held tighter to the pages as a shiver moved across her skin at his touch. “I believe he’s about to engage in his final epic battle with the demon king Ravana.”

	“Bet that’ll be fun.”

	One of his fingers glided along the sensitive skin by the lobe of her ear. Ellie fought the urge to either pull him down into the chair with her or throw her book at him. 

	Neil looked up from his own reading with a frown. “Was our carriage just uncoupled?”

	Ellie had barely registered the jolt, consumed as she was with the effort of not hauling Adam down to her by his braces. She welcomed the distraction now, glancing out the window at the sign for their current station. “Khurda Road,” she read aloud. 

	Constance spoke up with an air of casual concern—though her eyes glinted mischievously. “Did you need us to open the glass, Ellie? You are looking a bit flushed.” 

	Ellie shot her a glare, which Constance answered with an unapologetic grin. 

	Adam withdrew his dangerous hand, frowning thoughtfully. “Khurda Road’s just south of Bhubaneshwar. I thought we were supposed to change lines back at Visakhapatnam.”

	Of course, Adam had already stuffed the geography of this region of India into his head. The thought filled Ellie with a rosy glow of admiration. Adam often made self-deprecating remarks about his lack of scholarly inclinations, but he had an absolute knack when it came to maps and directions. 

	He glanced over at Padma, his brow arched with a note of wry suspicion. 

	“Send this one a basket of fruit,” Padma ordered, handing another missive to Mr. Mahjoud. She continued in the same tone without looking up from her correspondence. “There has been a change of plans.” 

	“How can there be a change of plans, Aai?” Constance demanded. “We’ve all been on a train for the last eight hours.” 

	“Do you think it is impossible to receive a message on a train, Kondi?” Padma retorted dryly, using her pet name for her granddaughter. Kondi was a local tribal term for a little pot—an affectionate dig at Constance’s diminutive size. “There was a wire waiting for us at Samalkot. We are now stopping at Puri.” 

	“Why Puri?” Ellie pressed.

	“I suppose we will find out,” Padma returned blithely, handing Mr. Mahjoud another letter. “Won’t we?” 

	
⭃

	Two

	Less than half an hour later, the private carriage jerked to a halt at another station. The platform was remarkably busy.

	Padma handed the last of her correspondence to Mr. Mahjoud as she rose and headed for the door. One of the purple-and-gold-liveried servants opened it for her from the outside. 

	Constance snatched up her fashionable blue hat, throwing it on over the elegantly pinned waves of her ebony hair. She hurried after her grandmother, eager to set her kid boots down on yet another part of India. 

	Ellie put on her straw boater, then hesitated by the stairs, glancing at Adam and the lanky gold dog panting by his feet. “Might it not be a good idea to put Kalb on a lead?” she tactfully suggested, her mind filled with visions of the animal attempting to chase down another train. 

	“Naw,” Adam returned easily. “I’ve been training him.”

	He gave the dog’s head a vigorous rub. Kalb absorbed the gesture with obvious relish. 

	“If you’re sure…” Ellie trailed off with a skeptical look at the animal. 

	“He’ll be fine,” Adam assured her. 

	Kalb skipped the stairs entirely in favor of leaping from the carriage to the platform, where he shook himself with alacrity. 

	Warm, humid summer embraced Ellie as she stepped outside. The scent of well-spiced food cooking somewhere nearby mingled with the honeyed sweetness of the flowering bushes that lined the tracks. The air buzzed thickly with the sound of myriad distant voices, punctuated by the pulse of dull drumbeats. 

	Kalb stiffened at the sight of a lizard perched on the platform wall, sunning itself with a lazy blink of its yellow eyes. 

	“Drat,” Ellie burst out—and the dog bolted after the reptile, which moved from napping to a frantic scurry with remarkable aplomb. 

	“He’s just stretching his legs.” Adam set a hand to her waist, steering her over to join Constance, Neil, and Padma. 

	A gentleman strode forward to greet them with bright, quick energy. He was followed by a quartet of men dressed in the same purple and gold tunics that distinguished the servants in their private carriage. As he reached them, the stranger pushed back the brim of his white hat to reveal the features of a man of roughly forty with burnished amber skin and an elegantly shaped mustache that accented his gleaming white smile. His eyes were a lighter brown that danced with sparks of gold, and he was dressed in an exquisitely tailored suit of white linen with a dashing purple cravat. 

	The gentleman’s English was Eton polished with just a touch of Indian warmth. “There you are! And not a moment too soon. Who knows how long I could have hung about while remaining incognito?”

	A tall, lean man with a hawkish nose followed him at a more sedate pace, dressed in sober charcoal. “You cannot be incognito if you are dragging a liveried retinue about with you,” he pointed out dryly.

	“They aren’t all in uniform.” The dashing gentleman jabbed a finger across the platform at a young man who leaned against the wall in a white shirt and wrapped Indian trousers known as dhotis. “Just look at Dharmendra.” 

	“I suppose everyone will be,” his companion sighed with a note of affectionate exasperation, “now you’ve been so kind as to point him out.”

	Padma pressed her hands together and gave the purple-scarfed gentleman a graceful bow. “Good morning, nephew.” 

	With a jolt of surprise, Ellie realized it was the first time she had seen Constance’s grandmother make a gesture indicating that she was in the presence of someone who outranked her. 

	Which meant that the grinning gentleman in the dashing white suit was the Maharaja of Nandapur. 

	“Uncle Vijay?!” Constance burst out. 

	“And you must be Constance!” the maharaja exclaimed with obvious delight. “The last time I saw you, you were in nappies—and just look at you now, you splendid thing! Come here!” 

	He pulled her into a hug, which Constance enthusiastically returned, bouncing on her heels with excitement. 

	“But why are you here? Why are we here? What’s going on in Puri? And why are you incognito?” Constance demanded in quick, happy succession. 

	Padma turned to Vijay’s more sober companion. “Nawaz Chowdhury. I suppose I should not be surprised to find you here.”

	 “An honor to see you again, Maharajkumari.” Mr. Chowdhury bowed. “Felicitations on your return to India.”

	His accent was flawlessly English without even a hint of the foreign warmth that distinguished the words of the maharaja. Listening to it, Ellie might have thought she was on Bond Street. 

	“Mr. Chowdhury is your uncle’s solicitor and close adviser,” Padma explained to Constance—with an odd glint in her eyes. 

	“And very dear friend.” Vijay emphasized the remark with an affectionate clasp of the stern lawyer’s shoulder. “Nawaz has been at my side since our days at Oxford together.”

	“Is that your dog?” Mr. Chowdhury placidly inquired. 

	Ellie suppressed a wince. 

	Kalb was sprinting back and forth along the wall after the remarkably agile lizard, which turned on the dog with a hiss. 

	The lanky canine skidded to a halt, pulling his tail between his legs with a whine of alarm. 

	“Over here, buddy!” Adam called easily. 

	Kalb sprinted across the platform and barreled into the group, nearly taking Ellie out by the knees. 

	She glared at the dog. He returned the look with a wide brown gaze of unmitigated adoration, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth. 

	“Let me fill you in while we walk,” Vijay ordered. 

	The maharaja led them through the small station building, his distinctly attired servants opening doors and clearing their way. As they stepped into the street, the noise Ellie had been hearing since leaving the train rose into the distinct clamor of a crowd. 

	Ladies in bright-hued saris hurried past the storefronts, chattering excitedly. Children in loose gowns and sandals raced after a bare-chested ascetic. Young men laughed together with flower garlands draped around their necks, faces painted with ritual marks in saffron or vermilion. Most of them moved in the same direction, toward the source of the now-clear drumbeats. 

	Vijay pointed to Ellie as they plunged into the thick of it, heading up the road. “You must be Miss Mallory, archivist and historian.” His attention shifted to Neil. “And this would be Dr. Neil Fairfax—though you’re younger than I expected.” 

	Neil gave a tired sigh. “I’m not, actually. It’s just…” He waved a helpless hand at his admittedly boyish features. “I did try to grow a mustache.” 

	“It was terrible,” Constance helpfully added. 

	Vijay’s attention shifted to Adam, who was reluctantly shrugging into his coat. Kalb loped innocently at his heels as though he hadn’t just been trying to devour an unsuspecting reptile. “And you must be the surveyor.”

	“Adam Bates. Your… Highness?” Adam finished uncertainly with a polite tip of his battered flat-brim fedora. 

	Mr. Chowdhury arched a fine black brow. Mr. Mahjoud, following Padma in his excellently tailored suit, made a sigh of long-suffering disappointment. 

	“That’ll do,” Vijay returned with an amused twinkle in his eye. 

	They rounded another corner, the crowd growing thicker. Vijay’s servants plowed through it with practiced ease. 

	“I believe Auntie Padma told you that we’ve been chasing rumors of the reemergence of a lost astra,” Vijay prompted. 

	“She has.” Ellie hurried along behind him, the racket of music and voices from ahead of them growing louder. “We’ve been reading up on it. I’m currently on the third volume of Mr. Nutt’s English translation of the Ramayana, though I must say the text raises as many questions about the artifact as it answers.”

	“All of which I will be happy to address once we’ve sorted out a slightly more immediate difficulty,” Vijay assured her. 

	“Which is?” Neil prompted, nervously adjusting his spectacles. 

	The maharaja and his solicitor exchanged a significant look. 

	“There are certain persons of interest here in India that Nawaz and I keep tabs on as a matter of course.” Vijay’s tone was careful. 

	“Persons of interest?” Adam echoed significantly.

	Mr. Chowdhury answered him. “One does not survive as an autonomous state in a land ruled by a British imperial viceroy without constant vigilance.”

	He punctuated the remark with a pointed look at Vijay. 

	For the last century, the Indian subcontinent had been dominated by the British—first under the East India Company, and then under the Raj, a form of direct rule by the government of the United Kingdom where a viceroy served as the queen’s royal representative. Within the Raj’s vast territory lay several hundred smaller kingdoms. Known as “princely states,” they possessed varying degrees of independence from the crown. 

	Nandapur was one such kingdom, technically owing fealty to the viceroy and the empire he represented while retaining some level of control over its own lands. 

	Ellie could imagine that such a position came with complications.

	Vijay sobered. “One of the more troubling individuals that Nawaz and I have been monitoring is Colonel Charles Borthwick, the General Superintendent of the Thuggee and Dacoity Department.”

	“Thuggee and Dacoity Department?” Constance pressed, hurrying along at her royal relative’s side.

	“A prettier way of referring to the Raj’s secret police,” Padma explained flatly.

	“What kind of secret police are we talking about?” Adam demanded.

	“Legally, Borthwick can detain any Indian he chooses for questioning indefinitely,” Mr. Chowdhury elaborated. “Along with their families.”

	Outrage snapped through Ellie. “Their families? Indefinitely? How is that legal?”

	“Because it ensures the security of the empire, of course.” The solicitor’s words were edged with irony. 

	“Nor are Borthwick’s methods of interrogation known for being over-gentle,” Vijay added in what Ellie could already tell was an uncharacteristically grim tone. 

	“He uses every power he is granted,” Mr. Chowdhury elaborated. “Charles Borthwick is the sort of colonial administrator who looks around India and sees nothing but threat.” 

	The words sent a chill creeping over Ellie’s skin despite the sultry heat of the day. 

	“When one of Nawaz’s sources told us that Borthwick had shown an unusual interest in the temple of Lord Jagannath here in Puri…” Vijay began.

	Mr. Chowdhury winced. “I do wish you wouldn’t go about casually mentioning my sources.”

	Vijay flashed him a frankly unrepentant grin before continuing. “We looked into it—and learned that Borthwick’s agent had been asking questions about one of the temple’s well-kept secrets… a certain rare and important sixteenth century vernacular manuscript of Lord Rama’s story, said to have been written by the famous poet Tulsidas.”

	“Why’s a secret policeman interested in a sixteenth-century version of the Ramayana?” Adam pressed. 

	“Because it has an extra chapter,” Vijay replied. 

	“An extra chapter?” Constance buzzed with excited curiosity—but then, a mystery chapter in a secret manuscript was just the sort of thing to fire up her prodigious imagination. 

	“It’s appended to the end of the book,” Vijay explained. “And was written in a script that hasn’t been used for over a thousand years.”

	Ellie’s interest piqued. “What script might that be?” 

	Vijay’s look held a hint of challenge. “Brahmi.”

	Knowledge from past readings popped to life in Ellie’s mind. “Brahmi was the script of ancient India, but knowledge of it was lost during the time of the Gupta empire. It was only deciphered again by British scholars fairly recently.” She frowned. “No one would have been able to write in Brahmi in the sixteenth century!” 

	“Maybe the extra chapter is just a transcription of an older document?” Neil offered, mulling over the puzzle. 

	Padma cut in, her tone testing. “Tulsidas claimed to be a reincarnation of Valmiki.”

	“The original author of the Ramayana?” Ellie reeled from the suggestion. She had never thought too deeply about the Hindu doctrine of the reincarnation of souls—just as she’d never given much mind to the stories of magic rings and godly weapons that peppered historical documents. 

	Of course, she had good reason to give such matters more thought now that she’d spent the last two months tripping over powerful mythical artifacts. 

	She also found herself at a loss to explain how else a sixteenth-century poet could have written in a language that no one had been able to decipher for over a millennium. 

	“Let me get this straight,” Adam began. “What you’re saying is that a sixteenth-century poet reincarnated from a two-thousand-year-old saint used a lost script to record a secret message at the end of his book?” 

	“That more or less sums it up,” Vijay agreed. “All we know of the contents so far is a single word that one of the priests at the temple was able to share with us.” 

	“Brahmastra,” Padma filled in with dark significance. 

	Ellie’s pulse hitched at this mention of the mysterious arcanum that had brought them all to India. 

	The Brahmastra featured prominently in many of India’s epic stories, including the Ramayana. It was one of several astras—supernatural weapons granted by the gods to those deemed worthy. Astras weren’t singular objects like a mythical sword or spear. Rather, each one was a mantra—a set of secret ritual words that, when chanted, infused enormous destructive power into any object one chose. 

	Like a magic spell, as Constance had described it. 

	Ellie had tried to counter that abbreviated description with an explanation of the more sacred religious meanings of the astras—and then given up. 

	The Brahmastra was the particular weapon of Lord Brahma, one of India’s supreme deities, who was meant to have helped create the universe itself. In the Ramayana, Rama called the Brahmastra into a humble arrow, which he then used to defeat the unstoppable demon king Ravana. 

	They stopped moving as the crowd thickened, packing up against an unseen barrier at the end of the road. The largest of Vijay’s servants barked out commands with an air of habitual authority, forging them a path forward.

	“The manuscript—the Ramacharitamanas—is kept in a secure vault under the temple sanctum,” Vijay explained as they pressed through the close-packed bodies. “Except on a single occasion each year.” 

	“What occasion?” Constance pressed. 

	“To accompany Lord Jagannath on his pilgrimage, of course!”

	“Who’s Lord Jagannath?” Adam asked. “Some local ruler?”

	Kalb pressed closer to his legs, nose enthusiastically searching the air as the scents of food mingled with wet pavement, rich earth, and a great number of people. 

	“Don’t be silly.” Constance gave Adam’s substantial bicep a playful whack. “He’s not a ruler. He’s a god.” 

	“And he’s right over there,” Vijay added, clearly enjoying himself. 

	They pushed through another line of people to spill into a broad thoroughfare—and the noise Ellie had been hearing since she arrived in Puri rose into a roar. 

	The street was packed with shouting, singing, dancing, and chatting people of every age and background, from matrons decked in jewels to mendicant sadhus draped with mala beads. Flutes sang and drums pounded. Flower petals rained down from the balconies and rooftops of the buildings that lined the way. 

	In the midst of it all sailed a massive, brilliantly colored mountain. It took the shape of a tall, tapered pyramid, not unlike the distinct tops of the temple buildings that rose up behind the busy lines of shops and hotels. The structure was built from scaffolding covered in red and gold curtains, soaring forty feet overhead—which made it easily larger than Ellie’s entire semidetached house back in Canonbury. 

	The silk-draped tower was set on a wooden platform with enormous wheels, which turned with ponderous grace as the entire contraption was hauled up the road by dozens of sweating, chanting worshipers clinging to thick golden ropes. Within the curtains, Ellie glimpsed a painted wooden god richly decked with jewels and flowers. 

	Another shower of petals rained down from above as a roar of approval rose from the seemingly endless crowd of celebrants. 

	“Jai Sri Jagannath!” 

	Constance squealed, jumping with delight. “It’s the Chariot Festival! We’re here for the Chariot Festival!” 

	“What’s the Chariot Festival?” Ellie’s question was a bit numb, as she was still reeling from the sheer scale and wonder of the display. 

	“Only the most important festival in all of Odisha!” Constance grabbed her arm, clinging to it with excitement. “Every year, Lord Jagannath undertakes a pilgrimage to the Gundicha Temple as part of a holy vow, traveling with his sister and brother. They’re all loaded onto these chariots and pulled up the road.”

	She pointed back along the street, where two more of the massive towers trundled along, accompanied by the music and cheering of the crowd. 

	“And the Ramacharitamanas goes with them!” Vijay shouted to be heard as they plunged into the seething mass of humanity packing the thoroughfare. “Only not today—because the book went missing just before the start of the procession. It must have been stolen shortly after it was removed from the vault.”

	Neil squeezed past a group of silver-haired widows in white saris as he struggled to keep up with them. “Are you saying we need to find a single sixteenth-century manuscript in the middle of all this?” He waved a frantic hand, taking in the glorious chaos of the enormous festival. 

	“No!” Vijay called back over the noise. “We just need to find the man it was taken for!”

	“Borthwick,” Adam filled in grimly. 

	Mr. Chowdhury steered them into a lacuna in the sea of devotees beside a street vendor selling fried pastries that smelled of coconut. 

	“Is Borthwick part of it, then?” Neil pressed uncomfortably, able to speak without shouting now that they had found a place to gather more closely together. “That… Order of Albion?”

	“He is a former associate of Lord Aldbury,” Padma returned. 

	Aldbury. The uncomfortably familiar name made Ellie feel a bit queasy. 

	Adam cocked a skeptical eyebrow. “The Mustache’s dad?” 

	Behind him, Kalb jumped up to snap one of the pastries from the edge of the cart, swallowing it in a single bite. 

	Adam automatically tossed a pair of coins at the vendor, which the man deftly caught from the air. 

	“The Mustache?” Vijay’s mouth quirked with amusement under his own elegantly styled facial hair. 

	“Julian Forster-Mowbray,” Ellie filled in awkwardly. “We had some dealings with him in Egypt, where he was trying to get his hands on the Staff of Moses.” 

	“He was also Neil’s boss,” Constance added helpfully. 

	Neil paled with mortification. “He wasn’t my boss,” he emphasized helplessly. “He was just the local representative of the British Athenaeum for—”

	Constance cut off Neil’s protestations. “Well, we know Lord Aldbury must have substantial influence over the Order. There’s no other way they would have given an idiot like Julian the job of trying to find an artifact that can darken the skies and turn rivers to blood.” She made a face. “And to think I had tea with that man!”

	Ellie startled. “You what?”

	Constance rolled her eyes. “How else do you think Julian got pointed in my direction? Mother sought out connections to every eligible bachelor she knew to be in Egypt. She invited Aldbury over to size me up like a heifer at an auction.” 

	“With such an attitude toward your potential suitors,” Padma commented, “it is truly a wonder that you remain single. One might almost think you were opposed to marriage on principle.”

	“Not that there would be anything wrong with that,” Ellie grumbled. 

	Adam coughed suspiciously.

	“I’m not opposed to marriage, Aai,” Constance retorted with a note of exasperation.  

	“One would hardly know it, looking at your record.” Padma flashed Vijay an apologetic smile. “Our Kondi has been most exacting in her standards for a husband.” Her eyes flashed back to her granddaughter with a dangerous glitter. “Perhaps a little too exacting.” 

	Constance’s cheeks drained. 

	Ellie had nearly forgotten that Constance’s parents had threatened her with consequences if she failed to pick a suitor by her next birthday—which was only a few months away. 

	So far, Constance’s formidable grandmother had appeared to be neutral on the issue. If Padma changed her mind, Constance would be in real trouble—not least because her Aai knew the vast majority of Constance’s secrets and past transgressions. She had been the one to help Constance cover them up—and then add each and every one of those acts of assistance to her running tally of favors. 

	The same favors that had compelled them all here to India. 

	Should Padma decide to take Constance’s parents’ side on the marriage debate, she had more than ample leverage to force Constance to comply. The thought was sharply sobering. 

	“But there will be plenty of time to discuss all that later, once we have taken care of more pressing matters,” Padma smoothly concluded. 

	Vijay cut in. “And on those pressing matters—Auntie Padma suggested that you four might be willing to assist us with this particular task, though it’s not the welcome to India that I would’ve planned for you.” 

	“Pretty sure we came out here to help,” Adam pointed out. 

	“I’ll admit there are some advantages to using you for the job as opposed to my own men,” Vijay allowed. “I doubt Borthwick will suspect anyone is on to him about the theft, but if he does, he’ll be watching for Indians, not Englishmen—or an upper-class lady in English dress,” he added with a wink at Constance. 

	“And I’m guessing if he did catch any of your people, they’d be in a heap of trouble—that might point right back to you,” Adam added darkly. 

	“You would be correct,” Mr. Chowdhury replied with a significant look at his royal companion. “If any of you are noticed following him, you might simply pretend you meant to ask him for some sort of assistance.” 

	“Which an Indian person wouldn’t likely do, I suppose,” Ellie elaborated uncomfortably. 

	“No,” Mr. Chowdhury agreed with telling succinctness. 

	“Of course, we’ll do it,” Constance asserted brightly. “We’re more than happy to aid in whatever way we can. Aren’t we, Stuffy?” 

	“I can’t claim to be very experienced with this sort of thing, but—yes,” Neil confirmed, mustering up a look of determination. 

	Adam looked to the maharaja and his solicitor. “So how do we find him?” 

	“He’s in charge of security for the procession,” Mr. Chowdhury replied. “He will be here personally to oversee it. He’s not the sort that leaves things to underlings.” 

	“Likes to keep himself in the thick of it,” Vijay added grimly. 

	Ellie’s skin crawled with notions of what ‘in the thick of it’ might look like to a man who tortured the families of his suspects. 

	Mr. Chowdhury plucked a page from his briefcase, handing it to Ellie. “Here’s his photograph.” 

	She held an image of a man of roughly sixty, trimly built, with a stiff military bearing. He was dressed in an Indian Army uniform, epaulets loaded with the crowns and stars of his rank. A ruthlessly cropped mustache accented his lip under a hawkish nose and sharp cheekbones. His eyes looked pale against a complexion weathered by years of tropical campaigns. 

	“Find him and track him. Determine where he’s planning to stay for the night,” Mr. Chowdhury instructed. “I’ve looked into the usual spots, but nothing’s come up under his name. He either hasn’t made plans, or he’s determined to keep them confidential.” 

	“Perhaps because he’s engaging in a spot of outright thievery,” Vijay returned dryly. “If we know where he’s hiding out, we can make a play for the manuscript then.” 

	“Find the guy. Follow him to his rat hole,” Adam summarized after a quick study of the print in Ellie’s hand. “Got it.” 

	“But where will you be?” Constance asked. 

	“I’m a bit too recognizable to go jaunting about the festival with you.” Vijay’s reluctant tone indicated that he would have preferred to plunge into the action. “And there are important reasons why I must be seen to be doing exactly what I’m expected to at the moment—which is gadding about with the upper crust as though I haven’t a care in the world.”

	He punctuated the remark with a significant look at his solicitor.

	“I will wait for you at the Hotel Jayadeva on Badasirei Road,” Mr. Chowdhury instructed. “The rooms will be listed under the name Kazi.” 

	“Auntie, you’d best stick with me,” Vijay said. “Word’s got out that I had my private carriage down to Madras, and you’re the excuse. I’d rather Borthwick doesn’t think I’m involved with Connie and her friends just yet.”

	Padma turned an eagle eye to the four of them. “Can I trust that you might manage this task without getting yourselves into too much trouble?”

	Constance treated her grandmother to a blindingly confident smile. “Whatever would make you think we’d get into trouble?”

	Mr. Mahjoud sighed eloquently. Padma arched a wry brow. 

	Constance thrust her hand through Neil’s arm. “Come on, Stuffy.” 

	Neil held back with a nervous look. “My luggage… please just leave it for me to manage?” He winced awkwardly. “It’s… best if no one else opens it.” 

	Vijay shrugged at the request, clearly puzzled. A maharaja with an enormous personal staff must have found it hard to fathom why anyone would want to burden themselves with unpacking their own things. 

	Mr. Chowdhury glanced at his watch, then snapped it shut. “You have your instructions. Find Borthwick and follow him. Return to me as soon as you know where he has gone.” He fixed them all with a quelling, authoritative glare. “Do not involve yourselves any further than that.” 

	A pair of uniformed constables turned the corner. They stopped, looking out over the packed crowd. 

	Vijay treated Constance to another quick hug. “We’ll catch up properly soon, I promise. Best of luck—and stay safe!” 

	Mr. Chowdhury took Vijay’s arm in a gesture that looked both quietly deferential and subtly proprietary, steering him into the luxury hotel that abutted the street. 

	Padma lingered behind them. “Do try not to disrupt this very holy festival in the process?”

	Ellie considered her companions—the beaming and fashionable Constance, who almost certainly had knives strapped to her garters. Neil blinking behind his spectacles, his bow tie slightly askew. 

	Adam sneaking the dog another pastry. 

	“No disruptions,” Ellie awkwardly assured her. “Ma’am.” 

	Padma patted her cheek with a warm, dry hand. “I told you to call me Auntie, Jhia.”

	The request sounded like a warning.

	She sailed into the hotel. Mr. Mahjoud followed after treating each of them to a glare that perfectly expressed his deep skepticism of their ability to stay out of trouble. 

	Neil looked from the photograph in Ellie’s hand to the boisterous crowd that packed the street as far as they could see in each direction. “Where on earth do we start looking for one man in all of this?”

	Adam’s mouth tightened as though the figure of the pale-eyed colonel unsettled him. He scanned thoughtfully over the landscape of the festival, from the slowly rolling towers of the gods to the dancers, priests, and brash-voiced vendors. 

	Actors played on makeshift stages. Incense rose from roadside puja ceremonies. The wealthy crowded along the balconies that overlooked the festival, wearing Brooks Brothers suits and gold-accented saris. 

	Adam’s assessment rose higher—and he sighed. “I think I have an idea.” 

	“Why do you sound so unenthusiastic about it?” Ellie demanded. 

	“Because it involves the roof?” Adam returned queasily. 

	“Oh!” Ellie exclaimed with a burst of sympathetic understanding. 

	Adam did have a miserable time with heights. 

	“Maybe we can do the roof part, and you can… er… keep an eye on the dog?” she helpfully suggested.

	“Sounds great,” Adam readily agreed. He rubbed Kalb between his ears, the dog panting with blissful approval. 

	“Is your fear of heights really that bad?” Constance pressed. 

	“I’m not afraid of heights,” Adam grumbled. “They just make me feel like the ground’s turned into waves and somebody poured a bottle of bad hooch down my throat.” 

	“You don’t want him up there.” Neil looked a bit pale at the notion. “I’ve seen what happens. It really isn’t pretty.” 

	“You and a dead emu, am I right?” Adam returned cheerfully, slapping Neil on the shoulder. 

	“A dead emu?” Constance echoed, gleefully curious.

	Neil shot Adam an uncomfortable look. “Maybe we should save that story for later.” 

	“Neil was reprimanded by the dean over it,” Ellie added just a little wickedly as she recalled the scolding her stepmother had subjected Neil to over the incident. 

	“You are all being terribly unfair.” Constance punctuated the remark with a pout.

	“Just go up there and look for guys in khaki,” Adam instructed. “Wherever you see the largest number of them all coming and going will be their headquarters.”

	Constance shrugged. “Sounds simple enough.” 

	“Except for the part about getting onto the roof,” Neil added. 

	“Oh, we’ll figure something out,” Constance breezily assured him, tugging him along.

	
⭃

	Three

	Drums pulsed and trumpets blared. A cheer roared up as flower petals exploded from the rooftops—and Constance grinned with delight. 

	She was in India. 

	Her royal uncle—or first cousin once removed, if one wanted to be particular—had been as dashing, charming, and charismatic as she could possibly have dreamed. The hug he’d given her had been full of genuine affection, as though there had never been any question over her welcome into this long-distant side of her family. 

	Constance couldn’t wait to get to know Vijay better, along with the rest of her Indian relatives—but first, she had a secret policeman to catch. 

	She scanned the surrounding buildings for a handy way to gain some altitude and spotted it in an incongruously familiar contraption attached to a European-style hotel across the way. 

	The iron fire escape was nearly hidden in the shadows of a narrow alley. Constance hurried over to it and made a jump for the ladder, which was tucked up against the lower landing. Her fingers fell just shy of the bottom rung. 

	“Stuffy!” she called out with an imperious wave as Neil pushed through the crowd to join her. “Give me a leg up!”

	Neil looked from her to the ladder.

	“Well?” Constance prompted impatiently, waiting for him to offer her a boost.

	Neil’s eyes glinted with an uncharacteristic spark of mischief behind his wire-framed spectacles. He reached up, grasped the lower rung, and easily pulled it down. 

	His expression remained conspicuously straight—save for a telling twitch at the corner of his mouth.

	Constance glared at him. “Are you calling me short?”

	“I never said a word,” Neil protested innocently. 

	Constance considered this—and then curved her mouth into a smile. “I’m sure I can make it up to you later.” 

	She made sure that the words were rich with threat. 

	Neil blanched. After all, he knew better than most just how creatively she could make good on it. 

	She set her boot onto the bottom rung—pausing as Ellie conspicuously cleared her throat. 

	“Perhaps Neil ought to go first?” Ellie pointedly suggested. 

	Neil’s brow furrowed with confusion—until his eyes dropped to Constance’s skirt. 

	The tips of his ears turned pink. 

	Constance’s smile widened. Neil really was her favorite person to torment. He simply left one with so many marvelous ways to go about it. 

	With a burst of wicked triumph, she started to climb. 

	⸻

	Constance was surveying the festival from the rooftop when Neil hauled himself over the ledge.

	“It’s a lot bloody harder to climb when you can’t look up, you know!” he complained, resting his hands on his knees as he caught his breath. 

	“Is it?” Constance returned innocently. 

	He joined her at the front of the building. Ellie hopped over the ledge behind them, and Constance took in the sprawl of the festival. 

	The sheer scale of Lord Jagannath’s party awed her. The street was packed as far as she could see in every direction. Even the men were dressed colorfully, decked out in long collarless kurtas in festive hues of emerald green or sunset orange. Others accented their dhotis and shirts with bright-hued scarves or painted gold and crimson symbols on their foreheads as signs of their devotion. 

	Tilak, Constance remembered her grandmother calling those ritual marks. 

	Like most proper English heiresses, Constance had been raised Church of England. She still attended services—if somewhat lackadaisically—but had always been fascinated by her grandmother’s Hindu faith. Padma had made a point of making sure that Constance had at least some understanding of this part of her religious heritage. 

	Her Aai’s quiet rituals were a world away from the celebration roaring below. Music came from everywhere, mingling with the sounds of mantras. The smell of spicy chaat and syrupy pastries wove together with the musk of incense and crushed flower petals in the air. 

	Constance wondered if she had ever seen anything quite so splendid in her life. 

	Adam waited on the pavement below them, tossing another snack to his worshipful dog. 

	Returning her attention to the crowd, Constance easily picked out the khaki-clad policemen. Several of them walked alongside the chariots to guard them from interlopers, while others patrolled various places along the broad street. 

	She traced the movement of those distinctive uniforms through the crowd like tracking ants across the lawn. 

	Her attention snagged on a storefront to her left. The painted sign above the entrance was faded with age. It read Chemist in English, with the equivalent text in Odia script below. 

	Horses were tied in front of it in an area roped off from the crowd. A dozen or so policemen lingered nearby, smoking cigarettes. Others pushed out of the building as more moved to step inside. 

	“What about there?” She pointed out the place. 

	Neil leaned over the edge of the low wall to look—and Constance indulged in a frankly appreciative assessment of the lean lines of his figure through his tweed jacket. 

	And why shouldn’t she? She’d been born with eyes for a reason, and there was nothing wrong with the way Neil Fairfax had turned out. 

	“It looks promising,” Neil allowed. “But how can we be sure?”

	Constance quickly schooled her features into an expression of placid innocence as he turned to address the question to her and Ellie. 

	“We get a bit closer, I suppose,” Ellie suggested. 

	They descended the ladder—a bit more awkwardly, as other festival goers had discovered the route and were using it to secure themselves a better view. Collecting Adam and his dog, they set out to forge their way across the road. 

	Constance sparkled with excitement, soaking up everything around her. Vendors sold silver earrings and colorful cotton saris. A group of devotees sang to the rattle of a tambourine. A frankly gorgeous fellow dressed as Shiva, complete with tiger skin and topknot, laughed beside a gray-bearded sadhu with dreadlocked hair and a saffron robe. 

	A rainbow of languages rang through the air. Constance recognized both English and Odia among them. The others she could only guess at—perhaps Hindi or Telugu. One intimidatingly tall fellow with a thick black beard, turban, and scimitar was probably shouting in Urdu. 

	Young men dashed past her, laughing as they kept pace with the towering chariot. Others raised their hands in worship as the god moved by. 

	Adam stopped just shy of the chemist’s shop, scanning the groups of loitering uniforms and patient horses. Constance craned her neck to look for the pale-eyed fellow from the photograph and failed utterly to see over the crowd. 

	Being short was dashed inconvenient at times.

	Beside them, a makeshift stage had been erected at the side of the road. Neil stumbled back from a display of acrobatics by the foot of it as the actors stepped out from behind a curtain. 

	Ellie went oddly still as her attention locked on the performance. Her distant look gave Constance an itch of unease.

	Adam noticed it as well. His eyes narrowed with concern and he put a hand to Ellie’s shoulder. “Hey, you all right?”

	“What?” Ellie shook her head as though surfacing through deep water. 

	“You went over a bit funny there,” he elaborated patiently. 

	Ellie brushed off her skirt uncomfortably. “It’s… nothing.”

	Adam clearly wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t press. “I’ll take a closer look at that shop,” he declared instead and slipped into the crowd.

	Constance looked to the stage to see what might have made Ellie go over so strangely. Familiar characters strode across the platform—a muscular warrior with long hair and the mala necklace of an ascetic. A fellow with stuffed cheeks and a pinned-on tail, carrying a mace. 

	An even more impressive actor held up a bow, a quiver of arrows hanging on his back. His skin was painted a distinct sky blue. 

	“Oh—it’s the Ramayana!” Constance exclaimed. She pointed at the familiar characters. “Lord Rama’s the blue one. And that’s Hanuman, his loyal monkey companion, with the tail. The skinnier fellow must be Rama’s brother, Lakshmana.”

	The curtain shimmered, and another actor stepped into view—a woman with fair skin and a shimmering sari, her hair dressed with flowers. 

	“And that’s Rama’s wife, Sita,” Constance added dryly. “Standing around doing nothing.” 

	Constance had never been very impressed by Sita. She was supposed to be divine, just like Rama and his companions—an avatar of the goddess Lakshmi. But what did she actually do? 

	Nothing, so far as Constance could tell. She gave longing looks while Rama won her hand in marriage. Joined him like a piece of luggage when he was exiled to a demon-haunted forest. Then she let herself get kidnapped by the evil Ravana, sparking Rama’s epic battle with the demon king. 

	What kind of goddess allowed herself to be kidnapped? 

	Not one that Constance was very impressed by. 

	A final player pushed through the curtain, his broad shoulders weighed down with ten maniacal faces. 

	The extra heads were all made of papier-mâché, cleverly scaffolded around the actor’s face—not that Constance could see it yet through the undulating sea of humanity. 

	She pushed up on her toes for a better look. The bodies parted, and she found herself staring at a stranger—straight-backed, silver-haired, and sun-weathered with an officer’s peaked cap and pale gray eyes. 

	The howling heads of the demon king framed the man so perfectly that for a moment, Constance was taken in by an illusion. 

	How odd, she thought, that the demon king of Lanka would be played by an old white man.

	Neil grabbed her arm. “Hold on—isn’t that Borthwick?”

	Constance blinked away her confusion as the figure of Ravana straightened, revealing that a young Indian fellow actually wore the costume, his face painted to match the scowling papier-mâché masks braced on his broad shoulders.  

	It had been a trick of perspective. Borthwick, left behind, turned and slipped away into the mass of close-packed bodies. 

	“Adam!” Constance called out to where she could see his battered fedora near the entrance to the chemist’s. 

	Adam pushed back to them, weaving nimbly through the crowd. 

	“We need to split up. Find out which way he’s gone,” Ellie determined.

	“Neil and I can head back toward the Jagannath temple,” Constance declared. “You two take the other way. Come on, Stuffy!”

	She pulled Neil with her, moving against the current of the crowd. Here and there, she tried to push up on her toes to look for Borthwick over the heads of the people packed around her. 

	A Christian missionary railed about the evils of the “Juggernaut.” A family cracked coconuts open against the curb for good luck. A shower of sweets rained down from a passing chariot, carrying the blessings of the god to his devotees. 

	Neil spoke up from behind her. “I’ve got him!”

	The motion of the crowd jostled him into her back. Constance lurched at the impact, and Neil caught her by the shoulders. 

	Her awareness of the chaos around her was briefly overwhelmed by the press of warm hands through the fabric of her blouse. 

	Neil quickly let her go, pointing up the road. “Over there!”

	Constance glimpsed a khaki cap and cropped silver hair—then grabbed Neil and whirled him about as Borthwick started to turn. 

	Risking a sideways glance, she saw the colonel’s attention snag on her fashionable blue hat before he looked away again. 

	“Blast it,” Constance cursed under her breath. 

	Her mind whirred furiously—and locked on a nearby cloth vendor’s cart. 

	She yanked off her hat, tossing it at the old man inside. He caught it instinctively, blinking with surprise. 

	Constance snatched a length of richly patterned cloth from the shelf. Shaking it loose, she tossed it over her head, whipping the end over her shoulder.

	She studied Neil with a frown, then grabbed his hat as well. 

	“Hold on!” Neil protested. 

	“We need to blend in—quickly!” Constance hissed. 

	With another assessing look, she grasped the end of his bow tie and yanked it. 

	The strip of fabric came loose, whipping out from under his collar. 

	Neil blinked at her. 

	“Put this in your pocket!” Constance ordered, shoving the unraveled tie into his hands. 

	She plucked a scarf from one of the wooden poles over the cart and threw it around Neil’s neck. The shimmering fabric fell over the lapels of his jacket in a wave of gleaming saffron. 

	Constance quickly took in the overall effect—mussed light brown hair, round spectacles, gray tweed, and golden silk.

	“It’ll do,” she concluded, tossing a generous handful of coins to the vendor and dragging Neil back into the crowd. 

	Borthwick had turned ahead of them, cutting across the road. Constance quickly mapped out a trajectory to intercept him, spotting what looked like a less-packed area in the sea of people that lay between them. 

	Neil stumbled in her wake as she tugged him after her. Music grew louder in front of them, the quick pulse of the tabla mingling with the twang of strings. 

	She reached the thinner spot she had been aiming for—and skidded to a halt. 

	The people there were dancing. 

	Some were members of a troupe dressed in traditional costumes. Others looked like festival goers who had joined on impulse. 

	The energy was electric—stomping feet and twirling bodies, all moving in sync to the rapid beat of the music. 

	Constance spotted Borthwick’s straight-backed figure on the far side. 

	The dancers sprawled across half the road. The gathering was too broad for her to go around and hope to still find Borthwick when she got there. 

	A spray of golden flower petals burst from one of the balconies above, raining down like a fall of sun-stained snow. 

	Bugger it, Constance decided—and plunged into the dance. 

	Neil skidded to a halt at the edge of the crowd. “What are you doing?!”

	“Just bounce along!” Constance shouted back to him. “We’ll blend in well enough!”

	She followed her own instructions—and found it surprisingly easy. Her hips swung with the rhythm of the drums, her arms rising up in time with those dancing around her. 

	“I don’t know the steps!” Neil protested. 

	“Neither do I!” Constance retorted impatiently, eyes locked on where Borthwick had briefly paused on the other side of the dancers. 

	“Then how are you doing them!?” Neil pushed back wildly. 

	Constance realized that he was right. Her feet were pounding in perfect sync with the other dancers, her wrists twisting with a flourish. The music itself seemed to tell her how to move as though the tune was infectious and the dance an irresistible symptom. 

	Instead of answering, Constance grabbed the ends of Neil’s scarf—and hauled. 

	Neil stumbled into the dance with a look of panic on his face. 

	“Keep moving!” Constance ordered as her feet continued to pound to the rhythm. 

	Neil muttered an unusually vibrant curse under his breath as he lifted up his arms—and started to move. 

	His shoulders pulsed with the stomp of his feet, body twisting in perfect time with the music. 

	He shot her a wild look through his spectacles—even as his hand rose to his head, elbow swinging. “How am I doing this!?”

	Constance’s wrists flicked as she circled her hips. “Does it matter?!”

	Neil answered by clasping her hand and throwing her into a spin. 

	Constance whirled on the toe of her boot. She fell back—and hung there, suspended at the end of Neil’s grip… just like three dozen other women around her. 

	The song froze. 

	Her eyes locked with Neil’s surprised green look as they remained perfectly balanced, her back hovering halfway to the ground. 

	Goodness, she thought with an odd hitch in her chest. I’m rather enjoying this. 

	The beat of the silenced music carried on in the thud of her pulse. One… two… three…

	The drum pounded, and Neil hauled Constance up. She caught herself against him, her hands going to his chest as his arm circled her waist. 

	She was vaguely conscious that everyone around them was doing the same thing, the entire crowd still locked in sync by the music—but only vaguely. The rest of her attention was consumed by the feeling of Neil’s heart pounding against the surface of her palm. 

	Constance’s cheeks flushed with summer heat and exertion. A bead of sweat slid down the line of Neil’s jaw. His chest was firm under the light fabric of his jacket. 

	That’s right, Constance thought distantly. He is quite fit under all that tweed. 

	Cold water blasted over her skin, dampening her blouse and kissing the heated skin of her neck. The packed festival goers broke out in cheers, raising up their arms to catch the moisture against the sultry afternoon. 

	A pair of young men held a fire hose nearby, aiming it out over the crowd as their friends furiously worked the pump. 

	Constance grabbed Neil’s hand and dragged him through the roaring, cheering audience packed against the edge of the dance. 

	He caught her by the shoulders, whirling her to face him. “We just danced like we knew what the devil we were doing!” he burst out, pitching his voice over the roar of the crowd. “How could we possibly have done that?”

	“Maybe that’s just how it works in India!” she shouted back.

	“Dancing when you shouldn’t know how?” 

	Neil’s spectacles were splattered with droplets. He released his grip on her to yank them off, wiping them quickly on his handkerchief. 

	More water—mingled sweat and damp—glistened on his skin above the vivid saffron of the scarf. 

	Constance’s eyes locked there. 

	Neil put his glasses back on. “Connie?” he asked worriedly.

	Constance shook off the odd fugue that had taken over her brain. Must be the music, she thought distantly. 

	A glimpse of silver and khaki flashed through the crowd ahead. 

	Borthwick.

	“I have him!” Constance plunged forward as another cheer rose from the crowd. 

	Her pulse kicked up as she drew closer to her quarry, Neil pushing along in her wake. 

	Got you now, she thought with a burst of triumph. 

	Through the handful of people that separated them, she saw the colonel reach into his coat. He pulled out a slender wooden box, richly carved and accented with mother-of-pearl. It looked old. 

	Constance grasped Neil’s arm, nodding to the box. “Could you fit a manuscript in there?”

	“I… yes?” he answered uncertainly—and then caught her as she started to push forward. “Where are you going?”

	Constance pulled her elbow free of his grasp. “He has the Ramacharitamanas with him! I’m going to get it!”

	She turned for Borthwick. Neil’s voice called at her back, low and urgent. “We’re only meant to follow him, Connie!”

	The carved box drew Constance like a lure, glowing in her mind. They could win their prize right here and now, before Borthwick even knew they were coming. How impressed would Vijay be then? 

	See, Uncle? I told you we could manage it…

	“If I can just get a little closer…” Constance squeezed up to the final line of people that separated her from the prize. 

	A firm band snagged around her waist, hauling her back against a wall of tweed and saffron silk. 

	“Stuffy…” Constance seethed in warning.

	Her hands dropped to his arm. She could break his grip if she wanted. She had practiced against just such a hold in her jiu jitsu classes—though admittedly Neil was broader and firmer than the Irish shopgirl who had tried to restrain her then. 

	His arm was stronger too, hard and immovable against the curve of her abdomen. 

	Neil’s voice was a desperate rasp at her ear. “He is surrounded by police.” 

	At Neil’s words, the proliferation of khaki uniforms cracked through Constance’s singular focus on the box. There had to be nearly a dozen men around the colonel, waiting to receive their orders. 

	As though sensing her attention, Borthwick turned toward her with a frown. 

	Neil swung them both around to face the dancers, the distant beat of the drum throbbing through the air. 

	“It isn’t safe,” Neil pleaded as the crowd shifted, forcing them even closer together. “Please, Connie.”

	The words were taut with worry—for her. Because she’d been about to try to pickpocket a ruthless spy chief in front of a full detachment of constables. 

	When one stopped to think about it, that did seem perhaps a bit over-risky. 

	“Fine,” Constance conceded with a huff. 

	The pressure of his chest against her back shifted with his sigh of relief. His arm fell away from her waist. 

	“Follow me,” he muttered. 

	He led her around Borthwick’s coterie instead. Their pace was slow, Neil’s body threaded with careful tension. 

	They stopped by a handful of worshipers conducting a fire puja by a roadside shrine. With a deliberate touch at Constance’s waist, Neil steered her to look as though she were watching the ceremony—and an English voice drifted to her ears in a no-nonsense baritone touched with gravel and accustomed to command. 

	“And see this back to my safe at the club.” 

	Constance risked a slight turn of her head—just enough to see Borthwick pass the antique box to an officer mounted on a black horse. 

	“Which club, sir?” the man returned in clipped tones. 

	“Which do you think?” Borthwick snapped impatiently in return. “Puri Beach.” 

	The colonel dismissed the man with a wave, turning to another officer waiting nearby. “I want a dozen more men in front of Gundicha Temple.”

	The mounted constable jerked his head to two other men on horseback, and the three rode away. The crowd scattered to avoid their hooves. 

	Borthwick stalked off in the opposite direction, and Constance was torn by a moment of indecision, her heart still pounding with the thrill of the chase. Which way should she go—after the spy chief or the horses?

	She was just coming to a decision when Ellie and Adam burst through the close-packed bodies, their dog scrambling along at their heels. 

	Ellie caught her brother’s arm. “Did you find him?”

	“Puri Beach Club,” Neil blurted out automatically. “That’s where he sent the manuscript. Wherever that is.” 

	“Probably on the beach,” Adam returned with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

	
⭃

	Four

	Two hours later

	Ellie fanned herself against the heat as the tonga rattled along a quiet residential street. The open-air carriage was shielded by a canvas canopy and drawn by a single horse. It encountered little traffic as they rolled along, the business of the festival now concentrated around the Gundicha Temple, where Lord Jagannath would arrive later that evening. Ellie could hear only a distant rumble of noise from the celebration, the sound merging with the rattle of the tonga’s wheels against the pavement. 

	Their party had been split, as the vehicles were too small to seat four. Ellie shared hers with Constance. Neil and Adam followed behind. 

	The Puri Beach Club, where Borthwick had sent the stolen manuscript, was a private membership establishment that catered to Puri’s British population. It hadn’t taken very long back at the hotel for Mr. Chowdhury to acknowledge that a group of English people stood a far better chance of getting access than any of his local agents. The solicitor had pulled a few strings to arrange for a temporary membership under Neil’s name, deeming him the most respectable of the bunch. 

	Mr. Chowdhury had tried to convince Constance to stay back with her royal relatives—a suggestion she had flatly refused. 

	I’m the only one here who knows how to pick locks or throw a knife.

	Adam had countered this, at which point Constance had quite reasonably noted that he could hardly get into the club with a machete strapped to his waist under his dinner jacket.

	At least Mr. Chowdhury had accepted custody of the dog. Ellie could only imagine what sort of trouble Kalb might get up to in a private club. 

	Not that the solicitor had looked very happy about it—but then again, neither had Kalb. The dog had watched Adam leave with an expression of heartrending mourning potent enough that even Ellie had felt a bit bad about it. 

	 Their mission—spelled out in no uncertain terms—had been to ascertain where on the property Borthwick was staying. 

	“And nothing more,” Mr. Chowdhury had ordered. “Borthwick is inordinately dangerous. His Highness and I have resources that can take care of the rest.”  

	Constance had looked perfectly content with this restriction—which left Ellie feeling suspicious. 

	Her friend sat beside her on the bench of the tonga, decked out in a dinner gown of gold silk with black lace accents and fashionably puffed sleeves. The color perfectly set off her complexion. 

	Ellie’s gown was green with a wrapped bodice and narrow sleeves cropped at her elbows. She was lucky to have it, as she hadn’t packed a dinner dress when she had left London several weeks earlier. Constance had arranged for this one with a seamstress in Cairo. 

	“They do dress for dinner on ships, you know,” Constance had pointed out with a note of resigned exasperation. 

	“Not the one I took to British Honduras,” Ellie had countered. 

	“That was a glorified freighter. You’ll find Aai travels in a slightly more refined style.” 

	Ellie had wanted the dress to have pockets. 

	It did not.

	“I hope this place isn’t dreadfully uptight.” Constance flipped open her fan and cooled herself with it. 

	The sun was lowering to gold on the horizon, the light filtering over the rooftops beneath a thick layer of dark clouds. Odisha was rolling into its annual monsoon season, and the thick air was tense with the promise of rain. 

	“Of course, it will be uptight,” Ellie retorted. “It’s a private club.” 

	“Not all clubs are dull. Some can be downright wild.” 

	Ellie raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Since when have you been running off to wild clubs?”

	Constance waved her fan airily. “I didn’t say I’d been. I’ve just heard of plenty of them.” 

	“I believe this one has a golf course.”

	Constance snapped the fan shut, grimacing. “Definitely uptight, then.” 

	She grew uncharacteristically quiet as they rode past the tidy facades of some of Puri’s finer houses.

	“I suspect Aai might be preparing to join the fray over my marriage prospects,” she offered at last. 

	The driver cheerfully ignored them. It had been clear when they were loading into the tonga that his English was limited to directions and monetary exchange. 
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