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This is dedicated to the memory of Tara (Bublu) Raju.

I miss you Sweetie, and I wish you’d lived to read this. After all, it was your idea. 

I also want to say Thank You to the entire Raju family for all your hospitality, generosity, and kindness all these years. I love you all. 

WARNING: This book contains scenes of violence and miscarriage. Do not read if you are sensitive to these subjects. 
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The journey had been a long one this day. Druhi could hardly hold her head up. Life in the village had taught Druhi to endure long hot days and bone chilling nights, but she was finished. Too much heat, too much sand, too many mountain paths. Truthfully, Eshma had decided for her. The goat had found a succulent patch of greenery that would suit as both bedding and sustenance, and Druhi knew not to challenge the stubborn beast when she’d made up her mind. Well enough.  This would be an excellent place to camp. 

The sight before her brought profound relief. The lengthy grove was no mirage. It grew in size the longer they traveled until it engulfed everything in sight. She barely believed it until now as she stood in its cool shadow, staring into the deep green. She could not fathom a place of immense, healthy trees could be in these harsh lands and she wondered how it could exist. The robust scent enticed her. Nothing that smelled so lush could be imaginary. 

“Mahin,” Her lover’s name came out a despairing whisper. “I cannot drag Eshma any further. Can we stop for the night?” She had never seen as many trees in one place. She longed to hide within them, nestle in the rare shade.

Her lover smiled, his teeth like pearls. Even in the hue of the setting sun she could see the glimmer of sweat on his flawless olive skin. Gold flecks shone in his eyes. Despite the heat of the day, he remained light hearted. It was not he who tended the stubborn animal, panting and struggling as she fought the bridle. 

“Yes, of course! My poor Eshma!” Mahin bent on one knee. “Are you tired, my sweet girl?” Druhi’s lover did well with animals, and the goat leaned into his touch. Eshma bleated her pleasure as Mahin stroked her ears and scratched her chin. Druhi giggled. In spite of her exhaustion she couldn’t help but admire his cheerful nature and his loving way in all things.

The sound must have startled Mahin, who spun to face her. “Oh-ho! I have wasted my affections on a goat, and forsaken my true love.”  In one quick motion, from knees to feet, he engulfed Druhi in his arms. His kiss tasted of dust, but it left her renewed and settled.

“I love you,” she said. “I would follow you to the ends of the Earth.”

Mahin arched his eyebrow. “That could happen, you know.”

Druhi hesitated, swat him in playful reproach. Sometimes she still thought of him as the master’s son, and she was careful not to be too forward. “Do not say such things.” 

“Why not?” He played with the thick strands of her black curls. “Are you afraid I would let you fall off?”

“No...” She shied from his gaze. “But we have traveled so far, and we do not know where we are going...”

“I know where.” He faced east, watching the horizon with an adventurer’s longing. “I have heard tales of cities. Places where we can live together in peace. We will work and trade; make a life for ourselves without—“ Mahin’s lips tightened before he reached for her hand. “Without shame, without judgment.”

Where no one would shun me and our love for my caste, Druhi thought. She squeezed Mahin’s hand. It was a dream she never thought would come to waking light. To live free. To live without the yoke of slavery. Even now she shuddered at the thought of what could have been had they stayed. Druhi was old enough that her virginity would bring a good price...if Mahin hadn’t claimed it already.

“I do not want to be a soldier,” Mahin gazed into her eyes once more, and she banished the intrusive thoughts again. “I do not want to exist without you.”

Druhi’s heart thundered like the wings of a great heron. “I could not live without you. You saved me from many miseries. My future would have been...” She couldn’t speak. It was as though her father’s threatening voice still demanded obedience and silence. Her tears spoke for her. Mahin would have married her, he offered to pay in livestock. Mahin’s father, Jagadeep, would not allow him to take her for a wife. So they packed food and water, and stole Eshma, leaving late in the night while the village slept. 

The journey had been difficult thus far, but life in the village was unending drudgery.

Druhi found her voice. “I would rather die.”

Mahin’s expression soured. His gaze darted west, the way they had come. “Now it is you who should not say such things.”

Druhi bowed her head. “I am sorry...” He looked and sounded like his father. A shiver rolled through Druhi’s being.

“It is forgotten.” Mahin removed the sacks from his back, and began to search through them. “Build a fire, and prepare our meal. Be sure the goat has water, and remove her burdens.” He found his favorite cotton mat, the one with red weave, and unfurled it on the softest, flattest patch of land. “I must plan for tomorrow.”

Druhi found a goatskin of water. Eshma chewed contentedly as she approached. They had no bowl for her, so Druhi used her own, pouring a small ration for her. 

“It is not much-” Druhi stroked Eshma’s pale fur, patting her back gently as she removed several burlap sacks. “When we find more, I promise you will drink as much as you need.” Druhi had to hurry and gather firewood, though the forest had already darkened further with sunset. She returned to Mahin’s side, careful not to disturb him as she slipped the copper dagger from beside him. 

Many of the trees were too tall to reach the branches. There were shrubs inside, with twisting, snagging branches that scraped at her limbs and tore at her sari. Druhi needed to chop a path, but only succeeded in breaking tiny twigs away. Nothing that would make for a good fire. Mahin would be disappointed in her. The longer she spent roaming the darkness, the longer he would wait for food. 

She should go back the way she came, make a small meal of the dried fruits they’d brought along. If she did, the darkness would be thicker, and finding firewood that much harder. What should she do?  

Druhi wanted so desperately to be a good wife to Mahin and start a family. She feared displeasing him. True he was not like Jagadeep, but she did not want to test his love. They couldn’t spend the night in the forest with no fire.

Behind her. The distinct sound of snapping wood pricked her ears, and every drop of sweat on her body chilled, leaving her trembling. More crackling twigs, as though someone followed the very path she’d carved. Sweat slicked her grip on the dagger.

The blade! She may be alone, but she was not defenseless. Could it be that Mahin’s father had followed them? Marauders? Maybe whatever lived here had come to devour her. She did not know these lands, didn’t know what kind of creatures roamed.

Druhi gripped the knife with both hands, wielding it in front of her. If this were the last day of her life, she would spend it fighting. She would use it to slay her foe, that she might protect the man she loved and cherish her last sunset as a free woman. 

Closer. The sounds of footfalls accompanied the noises.  Whatever it was, it sounded large—larger than her. Not like an animal, a marauder then. Druhi prepared to fight. She tightened her grip.

“Druhi?”

Druhi dropped to her knees at the sound of Mahin’s voice. The thin dagger rang out and muted itself in the earth. Relief swept over her in a rush that left her wanting to weep. 

“Yes, I am here!” 

“My love, are you well?” He rushed to her, his hands stroked her hair, her face, and Druhi shuddered as her taut nerves relaxed. 

“I thought it was—“ She couldn’t breathe. “I thought you were—“

“Shhhh....” Mahin held her, the pulse in his neck comforted her as she lay her head on his shoulder.

“Why did you follow me?” she asked. 

Mahin sighed, kissed her temple. “Because I am a bad husband.”

“What?” Why would he say that? “That is not true!”

“It is.” He took the dagger and helped her stand. “I took you away because I wanted you to be my wife,” He held her close with one arm as he kissed her forehead, then her lips. “No longer my servant. I have treated you badly.”

“Oh, my love.” Druhi leaned in for a deeper kiss, letting his tongue tease hers. She would make love to him here, in this nest of branches, on the damp dirt if he wished. He finished the kiss by gently caressing her forehead.

“If you would be kind and prepare the evening meal, I will build the fire.” Druhi grinned for the first time that day, her heart bursting with love and the knowledge that all would be even better than she had dreamed. She left Mahin behind, and for once in her life, she danced her steps.

The farther she got from her man, the quicker her fear returned. The moon didn’t offer much shine and something didn’t feel right. It felt like there were many eyes in the darkness. When she reached the encampment, all of their things were untouched.

“Eshma?” The goat remained silent, and Druhi panicked. “Eshma!” What if someone had stolen the goat while Mahin had gone looking for her? She would be to blame, and might be punished.

Unless whoever took the goat, came for her first. “Eshma!”

Druhi heard a shuffle, and saw a hint of white from the corner of her eye. “Eshma!” The goat stood just beyond their camp. Druhi rushed to her side. “There you are, you terrible little beast.” When she placed her hand on the goat’s back, it was stiff as stone. Eshma stamped her foot and stared into the trees.

So it was true. They were being watched.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Sita held her breath. Something about the humans struck her interest, brought a pang of longing to her heart. She glanced to Kali, but saw only her eyes. Her skin blended well with the darkness.

“Did you not see them?” Sita asked.

“Who? The humans?” Kali’s thoughts resounded boredom. 

Sita could not stifle her excitement. “Yes, the humans!” 

“What of them?” Sita did not miss the prickle of irritation in Kali’s words. Perhaps the long flight and hot walk had challenged Kali’s patience. Sita did not wish to anger her, but her heart would not be quieted.

“I know them.” 

Sita observed the narrowing of Kali’s eyes, heard the skip inside her chest.

“You do not know them anymore.” Kali said.

“What do you mean?” Sita knew the realm of Earth to be the home of the corrupted. The Energy sent her kind here to be reborn and rehabilitated when they perished, so that they may return to Eden, and—

“And it is not our place to interfere.” Kali’s eyes glowed like fire. “You know that as well.”

“But...” Sita understood her purpose—her position. Curiosity beckoned but Kali must be obeyed. The Energy must be obeyed, above all. 

Yet...the souls on the other side of the river, the man and woman, they were so familiar. The faces, the skin color and stance were different, yet the glimmer inside them shone like loving friendships lost to time. Sita KNEW them. They were not such old souls that she could not smell the divine breeze of Eden still breathing through their skin like roses and lilies. 

“Stop it.” Kali commanded. “Do you want to give us away? Your constant flapping will attract demons.” 

“You say that for everything I have done since we arrived here,” Sita had grown weary of Kali’s constant snarling after less than one Earth day. She wondered if she might regret this mission. 

“We were sent here because demons found a portal to this world, and they must be eradicated. They could be anywhere!” 

Sita scoffed. “Yes, yes. No need to constantly repeat yourself. I am not forgetful or stupid.” If there were demons, surely they would show themselves. Kali seized her arm and dragged her around. Sita found herself so close to Kali’s face, she felt the heat of Kali’s breath. Her eyes seemed to burn  like pits of lava.

“What do you know of demons, gardener?” Kali’s rage manifested as heat in her touch, and Sita’s flesh burned, the pain made her seethe and long to cry out. Kali released her. Her next words were less aggressive, but no less demanding. “This is your first mission, while I have had hundreds. I am the Destroyer! You will do as I command. You will not approach Sage and Virtus, or any other humans. You will obey me, as you would The Energy.”

Sita rubbed at her arm, but the pain had subsided and the burns had already begun to heal. “Of course, Kali. I will obey.”

Kali nodded. “Good. I am tired of you, and I wish to rest. You will stay alert and on watch until I say.” Kali shuffled to a hollow beneath stone, digging in the dirt until she found enough space to lie on her side and fold her wings. She shut her eyes and within moments Sita heard the deep rhythmic breathing of sleep. Sita found relief.

Kali was not the travel companion Sita had hoped for. Kali dominated every move, every decision, speaking to Sita as though she had no insight. It may be true that Sita had no experience, but it did not mean that she lacked intelligence or gift of presence. One Earth day and it seemed Kali had become a demon herself.

“Take a walk!” Kali glared at Sita from her burrow. “Your thoughts are noisy. And I am no demon, you thankless troll!”

Sita startled to her feet. A walk might be good—distance for both of them. Kali must be exhausted. Sita stepped away with care, she did not wish to disturb Kali again. She meandered toward the scent of water. It smelled of stone and dirt, pure and nourishing. The sweet aroma of fruit wafted through the air. Unfortunate that the humans had not discovered these things yet. They were close, but they needed to explore a little farther than they had, perhaps in the light of day....What was a troll anyway? It must be some creature from another realm that Sita had never...

The humans. Kali called them by names. Sita had been so preoccupied by Kali’s rebuke, she did not catch it at first.

Sage and Virtus. Her heart rejoiced! Sita DID know them! How could she not recognize her favourite companions? Their faces had changed but the souls within them were the same! That is why she found them so compelling.

Sita glanced over at Kali from a safe distance. Her partner’s eyelids flickered in slumber, a sure sign that Kali no longer heard her. Perhaps she communed with The Energy.  Sita felt the need to explore, and cloaked herself invisible. 

Kali would not prevent Sita from seeing old friends. 
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Druhi woke irritable.  Birdsong announced the coming dawn, and she dragged herself from Mahin’s embrace early to tend to the goat. Her body ached with tension, and she was still sore from the rough sex.

Last night’s pleasure should have allowed her to rest in sated comfort in Mahin’s arms. The way he`d tasted her, thrust his cock inside her and taken her as his own once again. He’d mounted her from behind, grinding so hard Druhi’s eyes nearly rolled back. Yet she couldn’t help looking for watchers. Druhi had experienced an unexpected rush of excitement tempered with fear, imagining someone pleasuring themselves alone in the dark...rubbing sensitive skin or maybe stroking a hard cock in time with Mahin’s grunts. 

She’d straddled him by the fire, but even as Druhi rode his cock on waves of sweet sensation her eyes scanned the woods.  What would she do if she saw someone? The thought tantalized her, distracted her.

She was wet, but the gentle glide of love making would not satisfy. She had to rut.  She’d braced her hands on Mahin’s shoulders and pumped his cock harder, faster. She clenched, desperate to ride the wave of ecstasy so close. Faster faster faster.  Long hard strokes, just to catch her breath, but she couldn’t stop. She’d moaned loudly with the need of it. 

Oh, harder! She wanted to cum. Faster again, slamming her clitoris into Mahin’s pubic mound in a frenzy. 

Mahin grasped her hips, chuckling as he thrust upward to match her lust. Her breasts jiggled up and down with the urgency. Mahin was close. He dug his fingers into her hips as he roared. Just another moment longer!

He’d burst inside of her before she could climax and her bliss was incomplete. And so she’d slept terribly, listening for footfalls in the bushes.

Just the memory of it made her wince.

“Eshma,” Druhi didn’t dare raise her voice. She didn’t want to wake Mahin. “Eshma.” A little louder, but still the goat didn’t respond. Only Mahin’s rumbling snore answered. Usually Eshma woke her with demands for her morning feeding, but today her silence made the curls tighten at the nape of Druhi’s neck. She grasped the satchel that contained her food, searching the shadows for their goat. 

“Eshma?” The beast wasn’t in their camp, but where? Druhi’s heart drummed as she took a handful of millet from the satchel, and crept to the path she’d chopped away last night. Fool! Druhi scolded herself. In her lustful excitement she’d forgotten to tie the goat up again. Eshma could be anywhere, taken by some wilderness creature, but not likely wandering the desert. She would wander away from the heat. If she was still alive.  What would Mahin do if she lost his precious goat?

She began to tremble, and shoved the millet back in the bag, shutting it tight. They had such little food, she couldn’t waste any of it. She almost turned around, but she needed to entice Eshma back to camp.  

She stepped into the path she’d created by blade the night before. She hated the thought of Mahin’s anger. Would he beat her with his fists, like his father had? What might Mahin’s rage look like? She didn’t want to learn of it.

Sometimes Druhi looked into Mahin’s eyes and saw Jagadeep. Not his cruelty, just his seriousness, his occasional impatience.

“Eshma?” Druhi made her way past the bushes until they gave way to vines, but she persisted, pushing with her bare arms and wrestling with tangled green knots that seemed to thicken just to taunt her further. “Eshma!” Her voice had become a hissing whisper as she crept onward. She still feared they were not alone here. The ground smelled damp. Hopefully the goat hadn’t become dirty. “Eshma!”

Druhi heaved a deep sigh of relief as she heard a distant bleating. Not too far away, but... Druhi should have brought the dagger. What if there was someone with Eshma? She remembered her fear of bandits. 

Druhi pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration. Such a stupid, frightened fool! Too late to retrieve a weapon. She might wake Mahin, or worse she might lose the animal. 

“Eshma.” Another bellow from the goat. At least she sounded alright. Druhi yelped as she stumbled into something cold, wet, and slippery. She hadn’t prepared the morning meal yet, and already she’d soiled her—

Druhi stared at the depression she’d created in wet sand. Next to it were hoof prints. They had filled with...

Water.

It made sense now. The dampness, the longing gaze of the goat, and why she wandered away. Eshma had found water! 

“I am coming, Eshma!”

Though the sensation of wet sand inside sandals was strange, she quickened her steps. “Eshma- Ow!” The vines grew thicker the farther she went, and Druhi’s brow spotted with sweat. Frustrated, she tore at the tendrils, tossing them to the ground with each determined footfall.

The musty odor of Eshma’s fur danced on the wind, and something new as well. Druhi paused to listen, holding her breath. The rambunctious gurgling made her mouth clench and her tongue dry.  She heard the sound of a river before, and remembered the smell. Druhi knew the water would be cold and sweet.  It no longer mattered if branches raked and vines slapped her skin. It sounded, smelled so close, her senses were overwhelmed and she could almost taste the air.

Druhi almost tripped over Eshma. “There you are you stupid creature!”  She threw her arms around Eshma’s neck, inhaling the musk and dirt that caked the goat’s pelt. Eshma continued to drink, oblivious to Druhi’s exhilaration.

“I am so happy to find you, you...you...” Relief stole her words. She took three long breaths and opened the bag, grappled for a sweaty handful of millet, and pressed it toward Eshma’s head. The goat ignored her. “What is wrong? Are you not hungry?” She nudged the grain closer to the goat’s muzzle. Was she sick? Did the water cause her to lose her appetite? 

The sun’s rays had grown brighter, enough that Druhi could look around and see more than just Eshma’s pale fur.  Golden shards of light caressed their surroundings, and she beheld the beauty of the brook for the first time. Only then did Druhi notice the dark globes that decorated the shore. 

Grapes. Hundreds of plump purple fruits the size of her eye dangled in heavy clusters everywhere she cast her gaze. Druhi glanced to Eshma, noting the remnants of dark juice staining her pelt. Who would eat plain millet “You are a clever girl.” Druhi patted the goat, and wandered to a nearby vine. She plucked a grape-. 

“Mmmmm...” It burst in her mouth, releasing a delightful tang of flavor better than the finest wines Mahin’s father had ever served. She shoved more into her mouth, gobbling them and snatching them from the vines as though she had not eaten in days.  With their meagre supplies, rations had been small, and she ate her fill. So good to feel so sated. It had been too long. It made her feel lazy. 

Druhi sat beside Eshma, not caring that sand and water got into the folds of her clothes. Druhi could clean up later. She removed her shoes, and dug her feet deep into the sand. She stroked the goat’s flank as she watched the water stream past. It looked safe. Druhi edged closer, dipped her toes in the gentle wake. She shivered, and snatched her foot back. But as she did so, she leaned in for a drink. She cupped her hand into the current, and sipped from her palm. It was every bit as pure as she’d hoped, tasting like a hint of stone.

She must tell Mahin. He would wake soon. “Come, Eshma,” Druhi grabbed her shoes, and tugged at the goat’s rope, the one she should have used last night to tie the goat to a tree.

The goat wouldn’t leave. Druhi sighed, not surprised. Unlike Eshma, Druhi had chores to do, a fire to build and food to prepare. 

“Eshma, we must go now.”

Eshma stood rigid, staring across the river, like she had the night before. Druhi followed her gaze, but still saw nothing. Druhi grumbled to herself. Stupid beast. Still, she could not blame Eshma for not wanting to leave a place where such abundance lay. The rope was too short to tie her down, maybe she would sit still? Until Druhi could bring Mahin here?

What was she staring at? The grape vines, the forest itself was too dense to find anything.

Maybe she should leave. That uneasy feeling had resurfaced. She tugged hard at the rope, hard enough that Eshma stumbled, but Druhi couldn’t just let the goat wander. They had to go to Mahin. Eshma bleated in protest. 

“I am sorry, girl, but we have to—” She grabbed her sandals.

The forest erupted in a flutter of wings, and Druhi looked up to see a flash of brilliant blue that seemed to shine strangely. It disappeared among the chaos of herons that burst across a patch of sky.

“What kind of bird was that?” Druhi had never seen such vibrant color. The ominous presence no longer bothered her. Whatever it was seemed more afraid of them. Perhaps she would see it again in this paradise. Eshma had calmed and taken a few steps, allowing Druhi to lead her away.
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