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    For the quiet revolutionaries,

who tend to the spark of resistance against daunting challenges.

For the unnoticed and voiceless,

whose tales resonate in the pauses.

And for the resilient power of the human spirit,

which hints at a new dawn even in the bleakest night.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Stone by stone, I will build my own world within these walls."
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CHAPTER 1: The Caged Sky
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“A girl doesn’t sell her freedom. It’s taken quietly—with a nod, a bowl of tea, and five pairs of eyes that see only property.”

Scene 1: Debt and Dust

The prayer hall's dry heat wasn't the skin-sticking kind but more like chalk dust lingering in the air. It coated all surfaces: the mats where men sat with their legs crossed, the empty stone basin, and the old wall hanging bearing the faded spiral of the Sky-Mother’s blessing. Though silence wasn't imposed, it settled naturally, tight and obedient.

Anya’s father sat with his head lowered, shoulders exhausted from sun and resignation. He remained silent for a full minute. Five men sat across from him, arranged like stones in a river. They spoke not a word, nor did they need to.

“The harvest has failed,” Anya’s father finally uttered, his voice barely audible. “Two seasons now, and the grain debt is...”

He trailed off, not needing to finish.

Tenzin nodded once before leaning in. “We understand.”

He didn’t offer sympathy, and no one else did.

“You are... not alone,” Karma said softly, lifting the tea and moving it toward the centre of the mat.

Anya’s father accepted it as the ritual demanded. He took a sip, hesitated briefly, then gently placed the bowl back down.

“There will be no payment this season,” he murmured. Silence followed. Then movement. Rinchen leaned back, arms crossed. “Coin is always clean.” “But scarce,” Lobsang responded, with a hint of amusement. “Scarce like loyalty.” 

Tenzin looked toward the hall entrance, where dust drifted lazily in the light. “We understand your family’s hardships. This isn’t judgment, but resolution.” “I have... a daughter,” Anya’s father said, immediately regretting how that sentence sounded, too blunt, too quick, too bare. Yet, the words had escaped him. Dawa exchanged a glance with Karma; neither smiled. Tenzin closed the ledger and placed it on the mat between them. “An offering,” he said calmly. “In place of coin. In place of grain.” Rinchen’s gaze remained steady. “Is she healthy?”

“Yes.”

“Quiet?”

“Yes.”

“Does she know?”

“No.”

The bowl was now empty, with only residue from the spices on the rim. Karma gently flipped it over. "The matter is resolved," he stated. No papers, ink, seals, or prayer ribbons, just a nod. Five pairs of eyes perceived not a girl, but a debt closed. 

Outside, dust swirled silently in a still wind. No one moved to break the silence first. According to tradition, Anya’s father stayed seated while the others left. His breathing was slow and shallow, avoiding thoughts of her face, at least for now. In Somlong, freedom seldom arrives with a loud bang; it’s often taken quietly.
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Scene 2: Anya’s Unknowing Walk

THE SKY WAS BEGINNING to darken, with pale light filtering through thin, grey-blue clouds resembling stones after rain. The air had that unique weight Somlong was familiar with in early harvest, neither warm nor sharp, but heavy, like lungs filling with unspoken words. 

Anya carried her shoulder basket swinging loosely at her side, half-filled with dry stalks and split radishes. Dirt stubbornly stained the rim of her trousers, and a smear of grit darkened her palm from slipping down the embankment earlier while reaching for a stubborn bean vine. She didn’t mind the sting; the nick felt honest.

The wind softly tugged at her scarf, causing strands of hair to come loose. She chose not to pause and retie it. Her legs ached in a dull, persistent way that made her feel more grounded than any morning prayer or folded note ever could. The sounds around her were sparse, just the faint clink of a bucket moving uphill, a goat’s distant bleat, and her footsteps crunching gravel. There were no birds. She noticed the silence, the sky felt unnervingly still and observant.

“Storm before harvest,” she murmured, almost instinctively. This phrase was once her mother's, spoken with narrowed eyes and crossed arms as she gazed at the darkened clouds over the southern ridge. Anya first heard it at age five, then again at nine, her hands sticky with peach sap. Initially, she thought it referred to actual storms, those that topple trees and drench kindling. But now, as she quietly repeats it on the well-worn path between the terrace rows and the western wall of Somlong, the metaphor feels heavy against her chest.

Storms came before the taking. Before loss.

She didn’t understand the whole meaning yet, but her breath caught briefly. Up ahead, the small courtyard outside her family’s house appeared. The rock basin had been cleaned, with the water tinged pale with flower petals. Someone had swept the stones tidy, something usually only done when expecting visitors. That was unusual, as visitors were rare during harvest preparations and especially during debt season. She furrowed her brow and lifted her sleeve to wipe her face clean.

Inside, the air remained still. It wasn't quiet, just still. Not a peaceful hush, but the silence of breath held too long. The door was slightly ajar, which was unusual. She moved toward it with the same cautious feeling as entering a room right after someone finished crying.

Something felt missing or perhaps had already disappeared. When she entered, no one greeted her, and dust lingered on the shelves. Her mother’s shawl was neatly folded on the bench, while her father’s sandals were out of place. She placed the basket by the wall, took off her scarf, and reached for the pitcher. Water would wash away the dust from her hands and help her clear her mind.

Before she could pour, a crow called once, loud and ragged, from the wall behind the house, she paused, the pitcher balanced in her grip. She had lived seventeen years inside this valley. She had heard the call of mourning drums. She had attended the Threading Festival in her twelfth year, danced with painted fingers in the mud. She had cried for her brother’s first tooth and washed linens for every man’s fever at least once. But in that moment, that still morning without wind, she knew she had never really stood at the edge of a cliff until now. She set the pitcher down.

She was unaware that five men had sat with her father mere minutes before, sipping tea and speaking softly as they discussed the price of a failed harvest. They had relied on agreement, tradition, and silence, with no paper or ink. All she could sense was that the sky seemed smaller, and her name, which no one had yet spoken, suddenly felt burdensome, like a thread wound too tightly on an empty spindle.

Scene 3: The Arrival

BY LATE AFTERNOON, the light in Somlong became golden, sharp rather than soft. It reflected off rooftops and rusted tools, catching dust and making the air shimmer, as if the world was holding its breath before something decisive. 

Anya’s mother stood near the hearth, slicing lotus root into thin strips. Her knife moved in a steady rhythm, faster than practicality allows, yet too uniform to seem careless. Each cut made her jaw tighten. The fire under the pot crackled quietly. She had not added any spice.

She had already swept the courtyard twice, leaving no dirt to clear. A trail of sandal prints stretched from the gate to the door.

The footsteps were soft but numerous, with some spaced widely and others closer together. She recognised Tenzin’s gait before opening the door. No voices came before the knock. Now, five pairs of sandals sat neatly by the threshold, forming a silent procession.

The room was compact, with only enough space for a mat, a fire basin, and three jars in the corner, stacked as if they were neglected blessings. Despite its size, the men sat with elegant order, folding inward silently and without complaint. Their presence occupied the space more completely than any furniture could.

Her mother moved with politeness tinged with a hint of fear. She poured tea into simple bowls, no ceremony or incense. Her lips stayed silent on pleasantries, but she smiled with practised restraint. 

Tenzin took his bowl quietly. Lobsang reached for his with both hands, deliberately brushing her fingertips, yet she did not flinch. Rinchen stood, always the first to survey, then sit, wielding silence like a weapon. Karma was the one who brought the gift, without words or ceremony. He placed the small wooden box on the low table and slid it forward to her mother’s hands. She looked at it briefly before opening it.

Inside, there was a comb carved from river bone, polished smooth with teeth that curved like river reeds caught in the wind. At the top, an unsteady spiral was etched with delicate elegance. No names, no colours, only symbolism. It was the kind of gift given to a new wife. She closed the box, nodded once, and returned it without saying 'thank you.' Outside, Anya was still feeding the hens behind the tool shed, her clucking drowning out the tension inside.

Tenzin spoke first. “She is unaware?”

“Yes,” her mother replied quietly.

“That is best.”

Karma nodded in acknowledgement. "She will not be harmed,” Dawa said kindly.

Her mother looked up sharply. “That was never in question.” 

“No,” Lobsang said with a slow smile. “But she will be changed.” 

No one disagreed. The truth hung between them like smoke.

Outside the doorway, the wind grew stronger. A branch tapped against the shutter. Rinchen’s eyes moved to the wall where Anya’s drawing from four seasons earlier still hung; a charcoal sketch of a mountain peak above a narrow trail. Her mother’s hand twitched when she saw him looking.

The men stood up individually, bowls remaining neatly aligned. Karma collected the tray. Tenzin nodded in farewell. Lobsang stayed a moment in the doorway, smiling. Dawa straightened his sash. Rinchen, silent, was already halfway down the steps.

No one had mentioned the word marriage. Not once.

Outside, the sky was beginning to darken, not with clouds, but with a gentle, slow dimming that seemed to signal a quiet, critical moment. 

As the last of the brothers stepped into the courtyard, Anya rounded the corner, her basket empty and her braid slightly loosened by the breeze. She paused, a bit surprised by the gathering of sandals and unfamiliar backs. 

Tenzin saw her first and gave her a polite, formal nod. Anya blinked, trying to understand what was happening. It was her mother who finally spoke, her voice smooth and calm: “Go wash your hands. You’re dirty from the field.” 

Anya hesitated for a moment but then nodded silently. As she turned to go, the door behind her softly closed. The wind picked up a bit of dust, and everything settled into quiet silence.

Scene 4: The Transaction

THEY CALLED HER WITH just one word: “Anya.” There was no title, no warmth, no reason given. Her father’s voice came from the doorway, sharp and exact, like a snapped twig. Though he never raised his voice, his tone carried an unfamiliar weight. It wasn't urgent nor angry, but something in that middle ground, which made her hesitate.

She had just finished arranging the vegetables to dry under the eaves. Small piles of split beans and curled chive stems were lined up on the mat by the ladder, sorted for trade, not preservation. She absently wiped her hands against her tunic, clearing away dirt that had dried into the fabric, then turned toward the house.

The moment her foot crossed the threshold, she sensed it, stillness, not silence, but stillness, like cold breath on the back of her neck. 

The hearth was dim, and no steam rose from the pot. Her mother stood stiffly by the wall, hands clasped tightly at her waist, staring at the floor. Anya’s father sat quietly in the middle of the room, not lifting his gaze.

Before her, five men stood in a formation that looked deliberate, yet their posture exuded authority: Tenzin, Rinchen, Lobsang, Dawa, and Karma.

She had seen them numerous times before, at harvest gatherings, in temple festival lines, carrying their bundles of bark and millet. Men of good reputation. Respected and even liked. She was instructed to bow when they passed, and she always did. However, she had never stood before them in this way.

No greeting was exchanged. No smile appeared. Not a single gesture was made to invite her to sit. Anya gradually straightened, puzzled. Her mother remained unmoved. She glanced upward once. The woman’s lips compressed. Her chin dipped subtly. A tiny movement.

Don’t ask. A moment passed, then another. Her father exhaled slowly, not sharply, but with effort. "It is done,” he said.

The words settled into the silence like a stone dropping into still water. There was no explanation or prayer. Anya blinked and asked, “What is?” He didn’t raise his eyes.

Anya looked at him, but the echo of his words took a moment to reach her. Her ears hummed as the room pulsed strongly once. "I, go where?" she asked. He nodded subtly toward the five.

For a moment, she couldn’t feel her legs.

Karma shifted his weight, the only movement among them. Tenzin’s face stayed calm, almost gentle, while Rinchen’s eyes seemed to be fixed behind her head. No one spoke.

Her mother shifted slightly and headed toward the stove, as if making tea, suggesting the conversation was over. Her back now served as a barrier between Anya and any explanation.

“I don’t,” she started, her voice faltering, but she stopped herself. This wasn’t the moment for questions. The floor was clean, and the tea had already been shared. She noticed the box, the comb, now positioned just beside the hearth like a resting talisman. A gift. Accepted. Anya remained perfectly still.

Her father cleared his throat, as if reading from a page he despised. “The debt is paid. This is... gratitude. And duty.” She then looked at him thoroughly, not as a daughter, but as a witness. His hands trembled slightly, but he refused to lift his head.

A gentle breeze swept through the hall’s slatted eaves, brushing the prayer cloth above the windowsill. It fluttered briefly before settling. Anya's breath hovered just beneath her throat, burning like tea that’s been left too long on the tongue. The men made no move toward her; they didn’t need to. Behind her, the door opened, and Lobsang stepped out first, followed by the others like a changing weather pattern. Once they had gone, silence persisted. Anya slowly turned toward her mother, who was now clutching the edge of the stove with both hands, her back still facing her.

“I’m not even married,” Anya whispered.

“You are spoken for,” the reply came, flat, firm, and final.

Anya stepped back through the door into the half-light. The sky had darkened, not quite rain, but heavy with weight. Behind her, the comb reflected faintly in the smoke.

Scene 5: The First Night

THE HOUSE WAS LONGER than it appeared from the path, seemingly low-roofed and built into the hillside like a well-kept secret. Its walls, thick with packed stone and ash-mud, bore the marks of many seasons. The low, arched doorway was designed to make visitors enter with a hunched back. People called it humility, but it felt more like a warning.

Anya stepped over the threshold as twilight descended on Somlong. Behind her, the sun dipped below the ridge. In front of her, the brothers’ home was illuminated by a fire, casting long, slow shadows on the far wall. A kettle quietly hissed over the embers, releasing an aroma of barley tea and lamp oil, adding to the quiet atmosphere.

No one greeted her; she arrived. Rinchen didn’t look up from his position by the hearth, where he was turning flatbread with a carved bone spatula. His movements were precise, almost rehearsed, as if each task had been performed in the same way every evening for years. Lobsang stood by the window, leaning casually with his arms crossed. Dawa stepped out of the side room with a folded blanket over one shoulder. Tenzin sat at the low table, sharpening a small blade with slow, steady strokes. Karma, sitting the farthest from the fire, closed a prayer book quietly and looked at her, not unkindly, but with the same solemnity one might show to an approaching storm. “This is your sleeping place,” Dawa said, pointing to the corner of the main room where a mat and a folded blanket were already laid.

Anya placed her bundle down. It now felt surprisingly light, a simple tunic, a comb, and a small thimble wrapped in cloth. It was barely enough to occupy a corner of the space that wasn’t hers but would soon hold her body every night.

The men went back to their routines as if nothing had changed.

Tenzin, still focused on his blade, finally spoke, “We wake at dawn. Karma will lead the morning recitation. You don’t need to join yet.”

Anya nodded once, remaining silent since leaving her parents’ home. Rinchen set a bread plate next to the kettle and moved silently to the wall. Lobsang offered her a plain, chipped ceramic bowl. “Eat,” he said, not as a command or generous gesture, but as an unspoken presence in the room. 

She took the bowl, sat on the mat, and tore off a small piece of warm flatbread, her stomach protesting its restraint. For a long while, only the sound of chewing and steaming tea filled the silence. 

Eventually, Lobsang remarked, “You’re quiet,” with a tone that acknowledged her silence without expecting an explanation.

“She should be,” Rinchen responded flatly. Karma glanced at the fire. “Sometimes silence speaks louder than obedience." 

Tenzin cleaned the blade carefully and placed it on a cloth. “Let her find her breath in her own time." Their voices circled her like wind around a post, touching her without directly addressing her. 

Anya looked down at her cup. The tea shimmered faintly in the hearth’s light, mirroring movements but showing nothing of her face. That, she thought, felt fitting.

She didn’t cry at that moment. Tears need a crack in the surface, but hers had been sealed by the quiet verdict of the day. 

As the fire faded, the men moved to their corners, unfurling blankets, turning away. Tenzin spoke last, hidden beneath his mat’s drape: “Good night.” No names, no greetings. 

Anya settled down; the blanket was rough, the mat too thin. The corner wall curved gently, as if it had bent away from many breaths. She turned onto her side. The house listened silently, but it never spoke a word.

In the darkness, with her limbs stiff from obedience and a new name unspoken on anyone’s lips, Anya finally whispered into the straw pillow beneath her chin: "I am still here." The house did not reply.

Scene 6: The Elder’s Blessing

THE SUN HAD BARELY risen above the peaks when the summons arrived. A young boy, barefoot, with hair still tousled from sleep, delivered the message directly: “The Elder waits at the circle.” He didn’t wait for a reply, running off before his words had even settled in the air. 

Anya sat on the threshold of the brothers’ home, absentmindedly braiding the edge of her shawl. The morning was too warm for a fire, but the house still carried the scent of ash and boiled barley from the night before. 

Her eyes burned, though she hadn’t cried, not yet, or maybe not at all. 

Karma stepped out from the sleeping corner, fully wrapped in temple robes, sleeves bound in ashcloth, chin lifted in reverence. “You will kneel when spoken to,” he said, his tone firm but not harsh, simply final. “It’s the custom.” Lobsang hummed some tune without words. Dawa stood behind him, fastening his sash. Rinchen was already gone. 

Tenzin glanced at her from across the room. “The blessing confirms what the village already believes.” 

“Even if I haven’t,” she whispered. He stayed quiet. They moved towards the circle in a line of five. Anya followed behind, her sandals stiff and awkward, freshly worn for the ceremony. Her mother had placed them by the door of her old home just before dawn. No message was left, only placement, a ritual in itself. The village square was buzzing quietly with anticipation. 

Elder women pressed ash spots onto their foreheads, while children knelt near the altar stones, poking at beetles with sticks. A nearby goat bleated restlessly in the heat. The entire village of Somlong gathered to witness what they already believed to be true. 

The village elder sat on the ritual stone, more bone than flesh now, her body wrapped in a ceremonial indigo robe with spirals stitched into the hem, worn so thin it looked like cracks. Her voice, when she spoke, was dry and barely audible. "We call the sun to witness. We call the dust to remember. Let the hands that took be matched by the hands that give. Let debt become honour. Let the girl become a wife." She gestured to Anya, who stepped forward with practised grace, but her limbs were lifeless. The brothers formed a circle around her, each displaying an expression suited to the crowd.

Karma resembled a prayer. Lobsang appeared proud. Dawa seemed ritualistic. Rinchen looked calculating. Tenzin, perhaps, seemed nearly regretful. The Elder offered a bowl of barley water with both hands, saying, “Drink, and be acknowledged by our land.”

Anya received it, her gaze fixed on the elder. She drank.

The water was warm and bitter, salted perhaps with something like ash, symbolising her transition. She drank it all swiftly and then handed back the bowl, steady and unshaking.

The elder blessed her with her thumbs on her forehead, tracing lines down to her collarbone. “You are now known.”

It was not a promise but a verdict.

Behind her, Lobsang chuckled,

and no one told him to be quiet.

From behind the olive cart, Rinmu watched and narrowed her eyes. She drew a broken circle on her tunic’s hem- a symbol of no return.

As the crowd's murmured blessings ended, they made no applause, only observing tradition.

Anya remained standing alone in the spiral of stones for a breath after the brothers turned away.

She neither bowed nor cried.

The Elder observed her closely, then gave a single nod. “Even the silent ones discover their voice,” she murmured, more to herself than to others. The sky above stayed clear, yet there was a change in the atmosphere.

Scene 7: The Whisper Among Women

THE MORTAR ECHOED DULL as Sonam crushed dried garlic with her pestle, the rhythmic sound faintly resonating against the hearthstones. The aroma layered warmly, with smoke, earth, and salt that drifted upward, invisible yet constant, settling deep within the house's grain, where secrets often lingered.

Tsewang sat in the corner, barefoot, her toes curling slightly from the spindle’s tension as she spun thread. Her expression was unreadable, but her fingers moved sharply, each twist more precise than peaceful.

Pema arrived last, her shawl askew on one shoulder and a string of dried figs hanging from her wrist in a trade pouch. She carefully closed the door behind her, and although she said nothing, her presence signalled it was safe for others to speak.

Sonam looked up first. “They’re now allowing her to walk openly with them, no longer trailing or hiding.” Her lips pressed together. “Facing forward.” Pema snorted. “So, a wife then. Not a girl or a daughter.” 

Tsewang stayed silent, the thread twisting again beneath her hands. “Did you notice she didn’t bow to the Elder this morning?” Sonam asked softly but with a sharp edge. 

“She kept her posture like a branch that recalls the wind.” “They will try to weaken her,” Pema said. “Use traditions and salt to smooth her roughness." “She will bleed before that," Sonam whispered. Tsewang’s spindle ceased turning. “She already has,” they responded.

The room fell silent. The fire crackled once, as if listening too. Sonam put down the pestle, rubbing her wrists. “It wasn’t a marriage. No song, no hand-tying. Just debt transferred through flesh.” Her eyes narrowed. “It was a settlement.” Pema folded the fig pouch and slid it under the hearth ledge. “Yet, they still blessed it with chants and sealed it with barley water.”

“Barley doesn’t sanctify a cage,” Sonam replied.

Tsewang finally lifted her gaze. Her voice was gentle yet firm: “Then we will plant freedom in the cracks.”

The room moved together, like fabric stretched tightly. No one spoke further, not yet, for fear the walls might recall. Yet, that truth, that line, took root inside them, like a root digging into dry soil. They resumed their work: Sonam with her mortar, Pema with her herbs for barter, and Tsewang spinning. However, the atmosphere had transformed. Beneath each movement, the rhythm subtly altered.

That night, as Pema laid her sleeping mat, she sewed a single black thread into its corner, not to secure it, but as a reminder. When Tsewang spun her spindle for the last time before sleep, her final knot was looped twice, not by error, but with purpose. Freedom, much like a thread, begins small, unseen, yet incredibly resilient.

Scene 8: Anya at the Loom

THE LOOM REMAINED SILENT, simply waiting in the weaving hall's corner, its frame shining softly with age. Sunlight gently streamed through reed windows, casting subtle stripes on the wooden beams and Anya’s bare forearms as she sat with tense thighs on the bench. She flexed her fingers once before reaching for the shuttle; her movements were automatic. The thread was passed, raised, and beaten down as the pattern gradually took shape.

She had been practising this since childhood, initially guided by her mother, then by Pema, and eventually on her own, as her skill grew beyond instruction. Her body remembered what her spirit couldn't express: how to angle the weft, pull taut, and breathe between beats to keep the thread straight. Despite her clouded and aching mind, her fingers continued their ritual unfailingly. 

This time, the cloth remained unresponsive. No image appeared, nor was there any meaningful design. It wasn’t meant for wear or display; it was just fabric, dull and repetitive. Each pass of the shuttle echoed hollowly. She paused, looking at the row she’d just finished. It was too tight; the edge buckled slightly. She loosened the tension rod, made adjustments, and resumed weaving.

As she reached for the warp threads again, her hand slipped unexpectedly. The sharp tip of the shuttle caught the skin between her thumb and finger, causing a sudden sting. It was bright, immediate, and transparent. She took a breath, biting her teeth in shock. A tiny drop of blood appeared, dark and round, like spilt dye. She saw it fall silently onto the next row of the cloth’s threads, but it disappeared instantly. There was no stain, no sign of disruption, no evidence of the injury.

The loom had received her offering without any acknowledgement. She looked at it, an unremarkable stretch of weave, showing no signs of recognition. An uninvited thought emerged: It accepts even this. She leaned back, her hands resting in her lap. Her heart was pounding faster than usual, not from pain but from an unsettling feeling, an increasing sense that her skin and blood had become mere background noise in this unfamiliar world she had entered.

The sound of footsteps drew nearer. Tsewang’s voice echoed just behind her: “Don’t overweave. The cloth won’t forgive that.” Anya didn’t turn around. “It already has, or it just doesn’t care." 

Tsewang moved to her side, her gaze resting on the unfinished cloth. She offered no critique of the design. Instead, she picked up a fallen thread from the floor. “This isn’t the work of someone who claimed,” she remarked. 

“I don’t feel claimed,” Anya whispered. Tsewang stayed silent, set the thread on the loom’s sideboard, and departed as quietly as she arrived.

Anya continued weaving. The thread moved, rose, and was pulled down. However, she no longer focused on her creation. She was now weaving out of spite, driven by an unspoken duty to a restless feeling inside her. She pricked her finger once more, this time without any surprise.

Scene 9: Debt Paid, Voice Stolen

THAT NIGHT, THE BROTHERS drank quietly, with no celebration or noise. They shared rice wine in shallow bowls passed hand to hand, their eyes shining with what might have been relief, possession, or both. 

The fire burned low, with embers popping softly like applause behind a wall. Rinchen was the first to break the silence. "She doesn’t talk in her sleep," he said. 

Dawa, smirking over his bowl, replied, “Probably dreams in silence too.”

Karma didn’t join in the laughter, nor did he correct it. He sipped quietly, folding his prayer beads over his wrist as if they carried answers he already knew. 

Lobsang leaned against the post with his legs stretched out, saying, “A quiet girl. That’s a blessing. You don’t want one with too many opinions.” 

Tenzin sat cross-legged, bowl untouched, watching the flames and their shadows. His fingers drummed once against his knee, a childhood habit he hadn’t broken. 

The debt was cleared, and the grain records were updated in the temple ledger that afternoon. The elders offered no protests or questions, just five male nods and one bowed head from a father avoiding eye contact with his daughter. 

“Balance restored,” Karma said softly, not to the group but to the space between sips. “This is how it should be,”

Anya sat with her back pressed against the far wall, her legs folded beneath her, and a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. The joyful noise from the hearth didn't reach her; it hung in the rafters like smoke, never settling or providing warmth. She gazed at the thread between her fingers, a habit from her weaving days when her mother taught her to mend frayed edges during prayers. Her thumb moved automatically, twisting the broken strand as if it could reveal a pattern or guidance. However, the thread was simply tense and lacked a discernible pattern.

Her surroundings buzzed like insects, irritating yet ignorable. The sting wasn’t from the celebration itself, but from Lobsang’s casual remark:

“She’s quiet. That’s good." It implied silence was a skill, a talent, a virtue, making her easier to accept. In her silence, Anya reflected on what had been taken: her name, her voice unshackled from politeness, her right to choose when to laugh. These weren’t lost in a single moment but gradually absorbed, blurred by glances, suppressed by duty, and dissolved into the so-called harmony maintained by these men.

She hadn’t honestly cried yet, and that frightened her. Maybe silence was contagious. 

Tenzin’s voice softly broke through, saying, “She won’t always be.” The room grew quiet. Rinchen raised an eyebrow, asking, “What?” 

Tenzin avoided everyone's gaze. “She’s silent now. Watching. But that doesn’t mean she’s empty.” A long pause followed. Karma tilted his head thoughtfully, Lobsang shrugged, and Dawa looked away. Anya didn’t react. 

They kept drinking; the bowl was passed again, and the laughter returned, this time quieter, more uncertain. 

She leaned back, pressed her eyes shut, and held onto the thread. They had paid the debt, but they had no idea what they had summoned.

Scene 10: The Stars Above the Cage

THAT NIGHT, AFTER THE fire had dimmed to a soft amber glow and the brothers' breathing slowed into sleep, Anya quietly left through the outer door. The house now had a familiar rhythm, one she was expected to learn. Dawa was the first to go to bed, snoring softly beneath his quilt made of stitched skins. 

Rinchen took a long time to settle, as if earning his sleep. Lobsang muttered in his sleep, while Karma lay so still that she sometimes wondered if he ever truly closed his eyes. Tenzin kept watch over the fire until it died out, then pulled his ash shawl over his chest without a word. No one noticed her departure.

The courtyard was cool but not cold. The air carried the scent of split logs, old stones, and fields left dry by late rains. Somewhere beyond the walls, insects murmured, erratic and uncertain. The wind, which had playfully tugged her braid earlier, now flickered under her sleeves like a whisper of recognition.

Above, the sky stretched broad and stark, crowded with stars so sharp they seemed to pierce the darkness rather than soften it. The moon hung low and swollen, casting the village in shadowy light, an eerie glow that makes you feel like a ghost in your skin.

Anya tilted her head back.

She hadn't done this in weeks; she hadn't honestly looked. The stars had always been there, distant and constant, but now they felt cruel in their vastness. Not unkind, exactly. Just...indifferent. Watching everything unfold without action.

Her breathing was slow and steady, not hurried or heavy, just... genuine. She crossed her arms unconsciously, hugging herself. The silence outside felt sincere; inside, it was filled with anticipation. Others saw her quietness and assumed she accepted everything. They overlooked her stillness, misinterpreting it as surrender, because she hadn’t yelled or resisted when the bowl was handed to her or when the elder’s hands marked her with ash. They believed silence equated to giving up. But silence had never been surrender. She observed the star pulsing softly, then flickering slightly, as if blinking.

“I was sold,” she whispered aloud. It felt like torn cloth inside her chest as she said it. “But they only bought my silence, not my fire.” Her voice sounded strange, rough from disuse and cracked with defiance. She looked at her hands, flexing her fingers. Not broken, not bruised, still hers. Behind her, a door creaked, the faint sound of wood expanding in the cool air. She didn’t turn around. Let them wonder. The wind grew stronger, lifting her shawl’s fringe and tugging it eastward. She didn’t resist. 

Tomorrow, she would weave again, kneel at the temple, and bow when asked. But tonight, the stars had witnessed her truth, and that was enough, for now.
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CHAPTER 2: The Threaded Cage
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A girl is not a solution. She is a fuse—the first ember dances beneath skin.

Scene 1: The Binding of the Anklet

They called it a gift.

Tenzin carefully held it with both hands, resting it on a pale linen cloth embroidered with a red spiral of union, a symbol Anya now recognised only as something that coils and constricts. The anklet shone in the morning sunlight, appearing fragile, but was made of softened brass wire, hand-wrapped and shaped into overlapping coils, with each loop interwoven with an obsidian bead believed to ward off wandering thoughts. A mother-of-pearl charm, engraved with a blessing she did not request, hung from its clasp.

The gesture was formal. Tenzin’s face was calm and genuine, yet his eyes carried the weight of inevitability.

“This is for your left ankle,” he said. “The side closest to your heart.” Anya sat stiffly at the edge of the hearth, her tunic freshly washed and her braid redone, though it felt too tight, pulling at her scalp like reins. Her bare foot hovered above the mat as if it belonged to someone else. The anklet glinted silently beneath her gaze, unmoving. “It’s a tradition in our line.” 

Tenzin explained. “It signifies unity. Belonging.” Rinchen crouched nearby, a crooked half-smile playing on his lips. “So, you’ll never forget you’re ours now.” Her fingers twitched.

She had received rings before, during festivals or threading contests. A wooden carved bracelet from her brother, given to her before he departed Somlong to herd yaks. Those carried weight, meaning, and choice. But this was none of those. "Do I speak a vow?” she asked quietly and dryly. "You already have,” Karma replied gently from the corner, where he was winding prayer thread onto a spool.

Lobsang chuckled. Dawa stayed silent, but it was Rinchen who stepped forward. “Foot,” he said, reaching out without ceremony. Her muscles begged her to retreat, but she didn’t move. Instead, she lifted her foot carefully, as if surrendering with obedience. The cold metal touched her, and the clasp clicked shut like a door locking. It was too tight. “Give it time,” Tenzin said, as if sensing her thoughts. “The skin will adapt.” 

The others started to stand, heading to their tasks. A distant rooster crowed once, and the air smelled of coal ash and fresh bread. Anya bent her leg, bringing her foot closer, fingertips brushing the anklet. It was comfortable, not pinching, but pulsating with energy. She stood up, feeling the beads shift against her bones. There was light, clear, but it wasn’t jewellery, offering, or honour; a shackle with polish.

She approached the door, the anklet softly jingling like laughter from someone with many secrets. Behind her, Tenzin went back to his prayer journal. Rinchen whispered, only for her to hear, “Try to run now. We’ll hear every step.”

Scene 2: The Whisper Beneath the Rice Bin

THE RICE BIN WAS A common household item, a hefty wooden trunk about the size of a calf, its lid smoothed from years of hands reaching for its contents. Positioned under the storehouse’s outer stairs, it was partly shaded in the morning, its edges faintly streaked with yesterday’s grain dust. Anya knelt nearby, sleeves rolled up, hair damp with exertion, scooping handfuls into her apron to fill meal pouches. Her hands moved swiftly, relying on muscle memory to compensate for her lack of focus. However, her ears remained attentive.

Footsteps echoed nearby, followed by the squeak of a wheelbarrow, then silence returned. She waited for that second moment of stillness, the pause after others thought she was alone. Then a shuffle and a gentle knock on the side panel. “Pretend you’re checking for weevils,” Pema whispered from the other side, her voice low but urgent. 

Anya moved closer, lightly pressing her temple against the warm wood. “They’re on the threshing platform. You have about seven minutes.” 

“I’m not ready.” “You don’t need to be ready. You need to be quick.” Pema’s tone grew more urgent. 

“There’s a gap in the low wall by the drying shed. One of the stones is loose. Crawl through it, and you’ll reach the footpath behind Tsewang’s dye garden. If you move now, they won’t notice until dinner.”

Anya’s heart thudded suddenly and loudly in her chest. Her next breath caught in her throat. She clenched a handful of rice too tightly, causing grains to slip between her fingers and softly patter on the bottom of the bin like rain.

“A goat guards that path,” she whispered. “It will call if it gets startled.”

“I tied it near the willows at dawn. Tsewang left a cloth soaked with fermented pulp, it’s sleeping now.”

Anya closed her eyes, visualising the map behind her lids. She could see and smell it- the damp earth of the path, the nettles clinging to the slope's elbow, the dry crack of twigs she would need to dodge. Her body knew the way, even if her courage didn’t.

“And if I’m seen?”

Pema paused for a moment, then softly replied, “Then you come back, and we try again.”

Anya exhaled shakily, watching her fingers tremble over the last handful of rice. She swallowed the churn rising in her gut.

“I don’t have shoes." "Wrap your feet in oilcloth—there’s some behind the storage urns. You might bleed if you run, but you’ll make it." 

A silence stretched between them, full, brimming. Just above, a rooster crowed once, the second bell of the morning shift. 

Almost time. Anya looked behind her. No movement. No eyes on her. She whispered, “Why are you helping me?" Pema’s voice responded steadily, "Because cages always seem strongest before they break." 

A shuffle, a breath. Then silence. Anya gathered the remaining rice into her pouch and slowly stood. Her legs felt like straw, not from weakness, but because they might still bend toward something impossible. Behind her, the bin settled with a quiet thud as she closed the lid. She didn't look up, but her hands clenched tightly around the rice pouch. Seven minutes. One path. And a whisper ignited like fire beneath her skin.

Scene 3: First Attempt

THE GOAT ALMOST CAUSED a disaster. Anya carefully counted her steps: fifty-seven from the rice bin to the dye fence, seventeen more to the edge of the compost bed, and then the last ten while crouching under the sagging roofline where drying gourds swung. She had wrapped her feet with cloth strips cut from an old sash, tied securely with string stolen from the loom. Her ankles ached from the pressure of the anklet, more than from the pace, but she crept, her breath pressed into the small space between her ribs. Everything in her chest throbbed with disbelief; she was moving, and the air smelled different when you didn’t follow the usual path. Even the wind brushing the gable tiles seemed secretive, like a cloak draped over her escape. The wall was just ahead.

Dry stones stacked unevenly, with pale lichen clinging to cracks like fading scars. The loose block was exactly where Pema said, second from the bottom, slightly darker, shifted enough that a determined hand could pry it free. Anya knelt before it, fingers smudged with dirt, heart pounding. She pressed her body close to the wall, inhaling the scent of compost and old bean husks.

She paused, body pressed against the cool stone, as still as the lichen that surrounded her. For a long moment, she listened, genuinely listening, to the delicate silence that covered the compound. No one called her name. No bells were ringing from the kilnhouse, no soft footsteps along the path, no creaking wood or rustling fabric, only wind and her quiet breath, tucked beneath her ribs. 

Taking a slow breath to steady herself, she reached for the loose stone. Her fingers curled around the rough edge of dirt, and she pulled; it shifted with a strained, reluctant groan. The sound was barely louder than a whisper, but to Anya, it sounded like thunder crashing over the valley. She moved swiftly, starting with her hands, then her shoulders, twisting her body sideways to fit through the gap. Gravel scraped against the thin cloth around her torso, cutting her stomach with jagged strokes. Twigs snagged her braid and scraped her skin, sharp, sudden sensations that felt oddly familiar, like echoes from a dream or fragments of a memory from another life. She pressed forward, elbows streaked with dirt, legs kicking out behind her.

Then, a sharp, high-pitched bleat shattered the silence, clear and sudden, like a glass shard flying through the air. Anya froze in place, halfway through the breach, her torso exposed to the outside world, with her face just above the nettle border along the path. Her lungs clenched, her spine stiffened, and every nerve pulled tight as if about to snap at the sound. The goat had followed her. She hissed a curse and pressed her forehead to the ground. But as she slowly looked up, filled with cautious dread, she saw it was not the goat.

Anya paused, her limbs trembling from the overwhelming stillness she had endured for too long. For a brief moment, she considered retreating, slipping back into the darkness behind the wall, disappearing before the dawn's light could fully reveal her. If she moved swiftly, she might return the stone, rebind the cloth strips around her feet, and reach the rice bin before the morning sweep began. No one would notice or question. 

But as she prepared to move, Karma spoke. His voice was neither loud nor commanding, but cold, sharp and delicate, like frost on a metal eave waiting for the sun. "The mountain turns back those who do not know her name." His words sank into the silence like stones tossed into water, rippling outward, slow yet sure.

Anya blinked, as if the sound alone had momentarily blurred her vision. Her head lifted slightly. Karma turned to face her, without surprise or curiosity, but with the calm, inevitable grace of someone who had sensed a presence all along. His eyes met hers across the tangled path, steady and unjudging. They conveyed no blame, only the quiet understanding of someone who already knew the answer to a question that had not yet been asked.

“You’ve seen it,” he said gently now, barely touching on the morning's light. "The ridge path. The sky beyond. But you haven’t truly named it."

Her mouth dried. She attempted to swallow, but the words felt heavy, like ink clogging her throat. A dozen names raced through her mind, fragments of stories, map pieces, whispered phrases spoken quietly in the weaving hall.

“I know its name,” she finally whispered, voice hoarse from keeping too many secrets in too small a space.

He tilted his head slightly, waiting.

“Then say it.”

She opened her mouth; her lips moved, but the name, whatever it was, remained unspoken, lingering behind her teeth as if it demanded more than just voice, longing for belief. 

Karma slowly rose, brushing his palms on his robe in a measured motion that seemed more like a blessing than preparation. He made no move toward her, for none was needed. “You are not forbidden,” he said, “only unready.” 

Then, he turned and walked away, his footsteps silent on the path. The faint scent of sandalwood smoke trailed behind him, curling into the air like an unfinished thought. Anya stayed hidden in the underbrush, caught between earth and movement. 

The warm soil beneath her cheek was oddly grounding, humbling her. With a mixture of resignation and reverence, she shifted her weight, pressed her hands into the ground, and quietly stood, brushing dust from her skin. She didn’t glance back at the path, the fire pit, or the fading smoke. When she finally slipped back through the hole in the wall, the silence embraced her, filled with nothing but the quiet settle of displaced dust and the unspoken ache of a name left unsaid.

Scene 4: Return

THE PATH BACK FELT longer.

Although her feet moved along the same dirt she had crawled through moments earlier, it no longer offered her hiding. It had become a corridor, each step pulling her back into the core of a world that refused to acknowledge her as a woman and had abruptly ended her girlhood. 

Dust coated her knees, the damp lines under her arms, and the sweat still forming beads across her back. Her mouth tasted like dried bark. Since Karma's words seared into her chest, the mountain turns back those who do not know her name; she hadn’t spoken. The phrase echoed in her mind with a rhythm she didn’t choose. Not punishment. Not denial. Just... fact. When she finally climbed over the gourd crates and entered the outer courtyard, the sun had shifted.

A new shadow stretched across the far wall of the compound, long and thin, like a warning finger. No one was there to greet her. No voice called out. No sharp order from Rinchen. No casual joke from Lobsang. The silence indicated they either already knew or had prepared for her failure.

Her body now felt heavier, not from fatigue but the burden of re-entry. Every doorframe appeared taller and more watchful. Curtains across windows seemed to press inward. She passed a washing line with damp tunics gently swaying in the breeze, briefly wondering if they were waving goodbye again. 

When she reached the brothers’ house threshold, her foot caught briefly on the step’s edge. She stumbled but managed to recover, and that misstep nearly shattered her. She bit her tongue hard, resisting the urge for her knees to give way. Her face stayed still. Then, a flicker of movement. A curtain twitched in the left window. Her mother’s shawl, recognisable by its uneven dye, hung limp from the corner. 

Behind the glass, two wide, disbelieving, frightened eyes met hers. Her mother didn’t open the door. Didn’t call her name. Didn’t blink. The curtain dropped shut. Inside, a bowl of rice sat on the floor next to her mat, with a folded cloth nearby. Neither was warm; the meal had been cooked, carried, and then abandoned.

The room was empty.

Anya stepped in, closing the door lightly with two fingers, then sat down.

Her heart, now slowed, felt dull against her ribs, like distant drums echoing softly. She reached for the rice, took a bite; it was dry at the edges but soft in the middle- carefully prepared and cooled.

As she chewed, her eyes drifted to the wall where the men’s cloaks hung in descending size: Tenzin’s broad and long, Rinchen’s stark and stiff, Karma’s faint line of pale blue embroidery.

They had chosen to let her return, which, more than anything, seemed like a calculated move.

Under her sleeve, her ankle ached where the brass anklet pressed against her bone. She touched it; it hadn't moved or loosened.

They had silenced her as punishment, but silence had been her initial choice.

She swallowed, unfolding the cloth on her lap, which smelled faintly of nettle and ghee. Her hands trembled briefly, then steadied as she wiped them clean.

No one questioned what had happened.

No explanation was necessary.

Yet, a small scuff appeared on the wall above the basin where Tenzin sharpened his knives, an earth-coloured smear from someone’s palm. She looked at it, unwavering.

Scene 5: The Elders’ Summons

THEY ARRIVED BEFORE sunrise.

Two young boys, their temple wrap belts pulled tight, eyes slightly too wide, came just as she was sweeping the steps of the herb shed, feet bare, hair loose. One carried a scroll bound with thin black string. The other gestured toward the square.

No explanation, no warning- just the clear message: Come and be judged.

The morning still hadn't warmed the stones when she reached the temple platform. A line of ash marked the threshold, a symbolic barrier separating the sacred from the disobedient, which she crossed without hesitation.

Elders sat in a row on an extended bench, five women, four men, dressed in muted grey robes of authority. Their hair was braided with bone charms, and their shoulders were covered in salt-dyed cloth. Behind them, villagers watched from a respectful distance, neither too close nor too far away. It was a crowd that wasn't summoned but understood the significance immediately.

Tenzin stood nearby with his arms folded inside his sleeves; Karma stayed near the incense basin, his eyes lowered. Rinchen was not there.

Anya was instructed to kneel, and she did so, folding her legs under her as the hem of her tunic brushed against the gritty platform. Her knees pressed against the cold stone with a sharpness that made her flinch, though only briefly. 

Elder Sema, the oldest among them, spoke first. Her voice, a weathered rasp wrapped in velvet, had been shaped by years of determining who was pure enough to be named. "We are told that the girl stepped beyond her hearth." Not Anya. Not a wife. Just a girl. Murmurs stirred among the crowd, and someone clicked their tongue. "That she attempted to unbind what had already been tied. Is this true?" Anya remained silent.

Silence felt thick, as if it had been stretched too tightly. 

Sema slightly leaned forward, saying, “You weren’t struck, starved, or unloved. You had a roof, right, and a name. Yet, you still wandered.” 

Anya stared back steadily as the morning breeze lifted her braid. Sema pressed, “Tell us, wasn’t that enough?” Her lips moved, but her words faltered, not out of fear but because what they offered never felt real. 

The elders shifted awkwardly, their expressions conveying silent disapproval.

An elder, male, younger and thinner, sneered. “Rebellion doesn't suit your build.”

“And fire doesn't seek permission to burn,” Sonam whispered just loud enough for the nearby women to hear, from the crowd's edge.

Elder Sema raised her hand.

“We will fix this. Your wedding, already postponed by mercy, will happen within the next two nights. A definitive union, without doubt. A union without fracture.”

She sharply signalled to the attendant.

“Let marriage truly anchor her.”

The words sank heavily into Anya’s lungs as if they were stone.

She was dismissed with a simple nod.

No scolding. No punishment. Just the swift reclaiming of authority.

As she stood, the anklet pinched her skin, with a bead having shifted, leaving a small black mark where it pressed too hard. She turned to face the crowd, most of whom lowered their eyes, while a few children stared openly, one, a girl no older than ten, raised her hand as if to wave. Anya nodded once, like a soldier acknowledging another. Then she moved back through the village square, her shadow stretched long and straight behind her. The sun had risen but offered no warmth.

Scene 6: Preparing the Theatre

THEY STARTED BUILDING the stage early the next morning.

No announcements or banners, just quiet certainty. News spread from loom to hearth, from cart to spindle: the wedding would be soon. “To dispel lingering shadows,” the elders said. “To solidify what was shaken.”

In Somlong, weddings were both rituals and productions. The platform rose at the centre of the village square, right beside the sacred fig tree. Four wooden beams were firmly embedded in the ground, hammered steadily by three silent boys who avoided her gaze. A canopy of white ash-dyed muslin was stretched across them, tied with red cords in exact, symmetrical knots: four spirals and a drop.

Lhamo, the eldest weaver, arrived at the second bell carrying a wrapped parcel. Her fingers trembled slightly, not from age, but from holding back too many thoughts with too little space to contain them.

“They sent instructions,” she said, unfolding the cloth on the bench inside the fitting room. “Crimson and black. No thread of blue. No gold.” Her voice was tight, clipped. “Too ‘auspicious,’ they said. This” she lifted the layered silk, “is to reflect solemnity.”

Anya stared at the garment. It was striking, folds of deep maroon etched with black spirals, a neckline threaded with bone beads, sleeves long enough to veil the wrists. But something about it felt wrong. Too heavy. Too close.

“They’re dressing you like a warning,” Lhamo said, voice barely above a whisper.

Another seamstress, younger, with blunt-cut bangs and quick fingers, adjusted a hem. “It’s the script,” she muttered. “They want a tragedy dressed up like honour. A pageant of obedience.”

The women exchanged looks. One coughed deliberately, loud enough for anyone listening just beyond the curtain.

Anya remained still. Let them pin. Let them fold her into this shape. Her arms lifted when asked. Her waist was turned, cinched, and measured.

She noticed that one sleeve was an inch longer than the other.

A mistake? No. A symbol.

That evening, garlands adorned the platforms, made of marigold petals, dried nettle, and silver ash leaves twisted into ribbons. Children played underneath the scaffolding, whispering tales of spirits and wives who ran away only to be caught by the wind. 

One boy held a mask representing the Mountain Bride, an old village myth used to scare girls into staying close to their homes. "They’ll perform it,” Sonam said softly as she adjusted the hem. “One of the wives always plays the ghost." "Which one?” Anya inquired.

“Depends on the mood of the season. This year, they want fear.” Anya examined herself in the mirror Lhamo held up, a small, round shard that had once belonged to someone who never came back for it. Its cracked surface made her look like a bride carved from mourning. 

She didn’t flinch. “They can drape me in ash and chain me in silk,” she said flatly, “but my fire remains beneath.” Lhamo tightened a final stitch. “Then burn quietly, girl. Until it’s loud enough to take the stage.”

Scene 7: Wedding Scene – Ceremony of Control

THE STAGE WAS FINISHED with a chilling efficiency. The platform in the village square rose higher than any before, draped in long strips of white muslin dusted with ash and edged in crimson cords. It appeared more like a pyre ready to burn than a celebration space. Pillars were wrapped in braided twine, knotted with black thread, and adorned with charms meant to “keep the air clean.” 

Yet, Anya knew, these were not blessings but leashes, whispered incantations meant to trap rebellion. The audience gathered in a quiet spiral, not shoulder to shoulder, but not scattered either. Everyone came, as they always did. 

Children were hushed, elders sat on woven mats, traders paused their scales, and even stray dogs rested quietly at the square’s edge.

Anya hid behind the back curtain, wearing a black and crimson robe stitched with binding thread. The fabric felt denser, not in weight, but in significance. Each layer had been carefully pinned to her, making it feel almost final.

Sonam stood silently beside her, slightly trembling as she adjusted a fold near Anya’s shoulder. “They don’t bind ash out of love,” she whispered. “They do it to conceal the fire inside.”

The drums started, slow and steady, marking the rhythm of the binding. Each beat is synchronised with a step. The procession then began, led by

The brothers are entering first.

Tenzin carried the ritual incense, two sticks unlit, symbolising the moment before unity. His steps were slow and deliberate, his expression unreadable.

Dawa brought the woven clasp, meant to tie her braid in a gesture of “shared fate.” Rinchen carried nothing but his presence, sharp and unyielding as flint. Lobsang walked beside them with a candlestick carved from lacquered plum wood. Karma, last in line, held the ceremonial text: "To Bind and To Belong", a relic penned by temple scribes who had never met a bride.

Anya followed, each step reverberating on the wooden planks. The stage supported her weight without bending, but she seemed to notice. The atmosphere grew denser, more watchful. She stopped before the men. The Elder stepped forward from the side, her robes flowing like smoke. “Let this day seal the thread unravelled. Let the wandering hands be stitched back. Let silence turn into harmony. Let disobedience shape into unity.” 

Each husband then stepped forward in turn. Tenzin lit the incense and recited: “To bind is to protect.” 

Dawa lit the clasp thread: “To protect is to secure.” 

Rinchen, his voice calm and steady: “To secure is to silence.” 

Lobsang, smirking: “To silence is to sweeten.” 

Karma stepped forward last, gazing at her briefly before solemnly stating, “To sweeten... is to own.” 

The words fell like ash on everyone’s shoulders. Then they turned to her. The Elder lifted her hand. “Speak the vow.” Anya looked straight ahead, shoulders firm, with the crimson cord now looped over her arms. 

Silence grew heavier. A whisper from the crowd broke through. The Elder repeated, more firmly: “Speak the vow. Confirm your bond.” Anya lifted her eyes, not to the Elder or the husbands, but to the vast sky beyond the canopy. Her voice rang out, steady and low: “I will not lie.” 

Gasps spread through the crowd. A child’s nervous laugh was hushed. 

The Elder flinched. 

Karma closed his eyes. 

Rinchen’s jaw twitched. 

Sonam, behind the curtain, clenched her sash until her knuckles turned white. 

The Elder’s voice rose sharply, like windblown smoke: “Then we chant for her.” The elders began their ritual hum, their voices overlapping and growing in volume, not from belief, but from desperation. They drowned her refusal with tradition, hoping words could erase her defiance. But she had already spoken. More importantly, her words had been heard.

Scene 8: The Dramatic Climax

BY TWILIGHT, THE VILLAGE square had transformed into a lively scene.

Lanterns hung from rigging poles, their copper bodies glowing like harvested moons. Smoke curled up from incense pots at the platform's four corners, each emitting a different scent: bitter clove, dried plum bark, sandal ash, and a faintly metallic aroma that lingered in the nose.

The stage had been reset,

Replacing the subdued austerity of earlier wedding rites with theatrical flair, the scene featured wide steps covered in dyed muslin, overhead silks painted with spirals and wings, and a backdrop stitched to resemble a mountain silhouette flanked by weeping trees. Villagers settled in as if this were just another midsummer story, not an extension of the morning’s vow.

Anya was made to kneel at the stage's side, a place of  'honoured witness.' Her robe, unchanged, crimson and black with a hem crusted with ash from the ritual, remained. Her wrists were loosely bound with twine, symbolising steadiness, though she saw it as restraint disguised as metaphor.

The actors took the stage.

Three older boys from the tailoring guild, dressed in pale grey with veils covering their faces, chanted in unison: “She rose, she ran, she believed herself to be the sky, but the ground remembers its name.” 

Afterwards, the bride appeared, a girl from the outer fields, named Echi, no older than thirteen, with cheeks streaked in white and red. Her veil flowed behind her like a comet made of cloth. She danced on stage as the music swelled, with strings, drums, a heartbeat, and a storm. The crowd leaned in eagerly. In the myth, the runaway bride escapes her bonds, flees into the wilderness, and begins to fly, until the spirits of discipline descend and pull her back. She wails and pleads before she’s returned to the village square, re-bound, not in silk, but in thorn vines. They performed it masterfully. Almost too masterfully.

The girl screamed when caught, her voice loud enough to startle nearby goats tied near the courtyard. Two children nearby began to cry, and a woman turned away. 

Anya, still chained at the edge, felt her throat tighten, not out of fear but recognition. This wasn’t a myth; it was memory. 

On stage, the girl kicked, struggled, and tried to speak, but the “spirits” lifted her into the air by her arms and dragged her back to the centre. She collapsed to her knees, breathless. 

The crowd chuckled nervously, almost as if to remind themselves it was a story, not a warning. Anya didn’t laugh or move until a warm, dry hand slipped beneath her robe’s folds. Sonam, sitting behind her, reached through the curtain, grasped her fingers, and pressed them once with firm resolve.

Alive. Then let go. Anya swallowed. Onstage, the bride knelt with her head bowed as spirits encircled her. One held a silk cord, another bore a painted mask, and a third raised a hand above her like a blade. 

The elder stepped forward, voice booming: “Let her be known again. Not by name, but by place.” The chant started: “Belong. Belong. Belong.” Yet Anya, still silent, began to hum softly. Not loud, not melodic. Only a defiant sound shaped into a tone.

Sonam picked it up, then Lhamo from the seamstress row. A low, wordless counter-chord sounded. No one interrupted the performance, but something within it wavered. The girl on stage turned briefly, her eyes catching Anya’s. No further act followed, only a silent recognition.

Scene 9: Aftermath

THE LINGERING SCENT of incense filled the air, a slow fade of burnt myrrh and sandalwood ash that clung to the skin long after the fire died out. The stage was being taken down, ropes loosened, canopies untied, and the once-sacred planks now piled like kindling. Children slipped beneath the half-folded silks, chasing each other through wisps of smoke, their laughter piercing and high-pitched for this hour.

Anya stood apart in the square, her hands lightly pressed against the sides of her robe. Her fingers carried the scent of ash, oil, and fabric, neither of which was meant to be breathed. The surrounding noise blurred into a haze; smiles exchanged, bowls were handed around, and someone sang a fragment of the wedding chant as if it were a lullaby.

She stayed silent, motionless. The wind had calmed, and even the crows had gone quiet. Tenzin approached across the square, walking at a steady pace, neither hurried nor ceremonial, just as he always did, as if he commanded time. In his left hand, he held a garland made of loosely twisted marigold and ash vine, held together by a single red thread at the base. It was an offering, an ornament, a seal. He carefully lowered it around her neck, the dry petals crumbling slightly as they touched her collarbone.

Behind her, someone resumed drumming, softly and lazily, as if they had forgotten the rhythm’s purpose. Sonam’s voice drifted through the air in quiet conversation. Somewhere, Karma was already leading a closing prayer. Tenzin looked at her as if searching for something in her silence. She met his gaze, not with defiance or even anger, but with the weight of someone who had watched her name become performance. 

“I said I would not lie,” she murmured. He exhaled briefly, neither quite a laugh nor a sigh. “And yet,” he said, “they applauded anyway.” Anya’s fingers tightened around the garland’s twine, causing a petal to break in her palm. Let them call this union. Let them call it a ceremony. But truth had already walked the stage long before myth could breathe. 

She turned and left the square without waiting for release. No one called her back. And perhaps, that was the only honest part of the day.

Scene 10: That Night

LONG AGO, THE HOUSE had fallen silent. The embers of the firepit curled inward, a faint red glow beneath a layer of white ash. The brothers’ breathing echoed in the darkness, steady, rhythmic, and almost gentle in its unawareness. 

Every so often, a floorboard creaked under the weight of old wood and familiar patterns. Anya lay awake. The robe they made her wear during the day still hung by the doorway, its spiral-stamped hem now stiff with dust and incense smoke. She hadn’t put it on after the ceremony, refusing to press her skin into that garment, their garment. Instead, she wore her oldest tunic, with worn elbows and a pocket her brother once stitched with mismatched string.

Sitting on her mat, her back against the wall and legs drawn up, she held a shard of pottery, curved and pale, with a jagged edge that was barely sharp, but enough to cut. She found it behind the herb basket that afternoon; whether it was a dropped piece or a gift, she didn’t know. But it fit her palm perfectly, and that felt like an invitation. Her left foot, bare in the moonlight streaming through the high window, revealed a dull brass anklet with its charm swinging with each breath. She reached for it.

She pressed the shard against the seam of the anklet clasp, hands trembling. The metal resisted, unmoving and indifferent. Her grip tightened, and she pushed harder, hoping it would break, granting her even the tiniest bit of freedom. The edge scraped and scored the metal, not deeply, but enough to leave a mark, and it left a mark on her, too. She inhaled shakily, then pressed again, teeth clenched and fury barely contained.

The shard slipped, causing a sharp pain. It punctured her knuckle, and a dark, defiant bead of blood appeared and pulsed with life. She looked at it briefly before smudging it on her tunic, as if to assert: you won’t get this from me easily. Then she attempted again. The anklet remained intact, silent, cold, and unmoving. Her breath was the only sound in the room, ragged and solitary. The charm swung with each of her inhales, a cruel, still-moving pendulum.

At last, she released the shard from her grasp, not out of defeat but as a form of reckoning. She wrapped her hand around her ankle, her fingertips brushing the shallow groove she had carved, nothing more than a beginning, not a victory, but the truth. 

"I won’t always stay silent," she whispered, aiming not for others to hear but to remind herself. This moment wasn’t about escaping; tonight was about ritual, rebellion expressed quietly, a silent vow hidden where nobody else could see. She settled back down, her fingers once again grasping the shard. Deep inside, something responded. Not yet, but soon.
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CHAPTER 3: The Ash Before the Spark
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Silence is not surrender. It’s the inhale before fire.

Scene 1: The Days After

Three days went by. Each morning, Anya woke before the second bell, washed quietly, folded her mat with routine precision, and tucked her blanket under the bench, just as every woman in Somlong was taught to do. Her hands stayed steady, her eyes avoided contact, and her breath was soft, no louder than steam rising from the barley pot.

The villagers took notice.

“She’s settling in," someone whispered by the river.

“She’s learning respect," muttered another while sorting roots near the herb cart.

Even Sonam, who ought to have known better, said nothing when Anya passed by without meeting her gaze.

But Rinchen did not look away.

From his post near the gate, half-watchman, half-wolf, his gaze followed her, unobstructed. He didn’t speak, only observed. Not out of suspicion or cruelty but with calculation, as if waiting for a muscle to twitch or a breath to quicken prematurely.

Anya offered him nothing. She became part of the routine, part of the rhythm. She bowed when spoken to and kneaded dough with the other wives. 

She carried bundles of firewood up the ridge without stopping. Only once, on the second evening, did she linger beside the empty gourd shed just a moment too long, enough to be noticed. 

"You’re tired,” Karma said gently, appearing with folded hands, his voice soft with concern. She nodded and resumed her walk, but she was not truly tired; she was folding in on herself. She moved like a breath between tasks, there, gone, then returned. 

Inside the brothers’ house, she no longer sat by the fire unless instructed. She ate just enough and spoke only what was necessary. When Lobsang joked about wives not lasting long without complaining, she didn’t even blink.

When Tenzin asked her to grab a scarf from the loft, she returned before he could finish speaking. Obedient. Seamless. Quiet. And yet... There were subtle moments, small slips. Like the way her fingers lingered a second too long on the kettle’s handle or how her foot tapped twice beneath her braid while sweeping. 

Once, she drew a spiral in the scattered flour on the cutting board, then wiped it away before anyone noticed. Rinchen saw this. 

He didn’t comment. That night, he sat closest to the door, watching her fold the firecloth with eyes like a blade. 

The next morning, as she passed bearing herbs wrapped in palm-leaf, two boys whispered, “She’s one of them now.” Rinchen avoided their gaze, instead looking at her. Anya nodded in passing, just enough out of politeness. But for a moment, her eyes met his. They were not empty; they burned.

Scene 2: The Tightening

THEY STARTED ACCOMPANYING her everywhere without any announcement or warning. 

One morning, after Anya finished folding her mat by the hearth, Dawa was already waiting in the doorway with arms crossed and a faint, fleeting smile like morning dew. "Walk with me,” he said casually, as if inviting her, but he didn’t ask where she was heading. From then on, she was never alone. 

By the river, Karma sat nearby on a boulder, murmuring from his prayer scroll while she rinsed laundry. In the dye yard, Lobsang volunteered to carry the vats. When she helped Sonam hang the temple cloths, Tenzin offered to check for fraying. 

Even inside the loom hall, Rinchen paced the aisles like an uncatchable shadow. The village noticed and didn’t question. The elders said, "She is protected." 

A merchant's wife murmured as Anya passed, holding dried mushrooms with a man beside her, "She is precious now." But the protection felt more like confinement. It was Karma who finally completed the stitch.

That morning, he approached her holding a bowl of barley paste and a length of black, fine, strong string that was coated in oil. He had it carefully with both hands.

“A new rite,” he said, "for your safety.”

Anya looked at him curiously. "From what?”

“Wandering spirits,” he answered.

She remained silent. “And if the spirits don’t wander?”

Karma responded with a faint, cold smile. "Then you won’t be troubled at all.”

He gently tied the string around her right wrist with a soft incantation. It went around twice, with a knot pressed against the bone above her pulse. At first, it felt like thread, but then she sensed the tug.

It connected, quietly, to another strand. Dawa, nearby, lifted his wrist to show its matching strand.

“We stay connected in public,” he chirped. "It makes questions easier. It shows... unity.”

Anya kept silent.

The thread remained intact, holding firmly despite not chafing. That afternoon, she was tasked with collecting herbs beyond the temple ridge, with Dawa following closely behind, carefully placing each step. Though he didn’t speak, their connection was felt, the line between them brushed through bushes, snagged on roots, and caught the air. She quickened her pace, and he did the same. 

By evening, her wrist ached. Later, Anya sat by the hearth, gazing at the firelight flickering over the thread. She gently tugged, it held, then recoiled and echoed the movement. Dawa looked up from across the room, smiled, and returned the smile. Behind her smile, she thought: Even wolves smile before they bite.

Scene 3: A Sliver of the Road

IT WAS DUSK WHEN THEY sent her to fetch water.

Not because she asked, but because the stores were low, and Dawa declared the well near the ridge “too crowded with temple chatter.” Rinchen made no protest. Karma handed her the empty pails. Tenzin nodded once and added, “Dawa goes with you.”

Always, the thread.

The walk was brief, down the narrow slope leading toward the southern boundary, where the land dipped and trees gave way to dry grass. Anya wore her wrapped sandals and remained silent. Dawa followed behind, the black cord between their wrists winding like a snake on the ground.

The sky had shifted to that bruised violet of just before nightfall. Dust hung lazily in the air, edged with gold. The road beyond the westward terrace shimmered faintly in the dying sunlight, packed dirt smoothed by countless footsteps not bound by ceremony.

She knelt beside the well’s edge, pulling the rope with both hands, the pulley creaking slowly.

Then, hooves.

A dull, rhythmic sound. Earth split. Growing closer.

She turned.

Across the field, just beyond the terrace bend, a small group of travellers cresting the hill caught the eye. They didn’t appear as merchants, too relaxed, too unready in their posture. Neither were they soldiers, lacking armour or military cadence. Consisting of three men and two women, all sun-baked and dust-covered, their shoulders wrapped in mismatched cloth. 

One woman carried a lute on her back, its neck pointing upward as if it belonged there, while another wore ankle bells that jingled softly even at rest. They didn’t pause or glance toward the well, but burst into laughter. A loud, uninhibited sound from the woman with the chalk-streaked braid. She tilted her head back mid-step, her laughter spilling out like light from a cracked vessel. 

A man beside her chuckled from his belly, and their joy shattered the quiet air. It hit Anya like a burst of heat, as she hadn’t heard such laughter in weeks, no cautious chuckles, no polite whispers, only unrestrained mirth that refused to diminish. 

Her hand gently trembled on the pail’s handle. Dawa remained silent behind her but shifted slightly, the cord pulling taut. "Travellers,” he murmured. She nodded, and the group moved on.

One of them, perhaps seventeen, cast a quick sideways glance. A brief flicker of his eyes met hers. It wasn't curiosity or pity, it was recognition.

She felt like a bird trapped inside a cage, while he had once flown free. Then suddenly, he was gone. The rope in her hands loosened slightly as the bucket hit the water with a soft splash. She pulled sharply, lifting it heavier than anticipated. "Careful,” Dawa warned, reaching for the bucket. She allowed him to take it. They continued in silence, dust sticking to her calves, the weight of the water burning in her shoulders. 

The sound of that woman’s laughter resonated within her, a note she hadn’t realised she was suppressing. As they entered the central courtyard, she softly whispered to no one, "I remember what that feels like.”

Scene 4: Pema’s Warning

THE LOOM HOUSE ALWAYS carried a quiet hum that wasn’t quite silence. The steady clatter of shuttles, the squeak of tightening threads, and the soft rustle of wool passing through reed combs created a sound akin to breath unwilling to exhale. 

Most days, this calmed Anya, familiar and predictable, but today, it felt oppressive across her shoulders. She sat at her designated loom, weaving temple cloth dyed in moss green and faded rose. The pattern, familiar, braid spiral, ripple edge, sky fringe, was one she had done before. Her hands moved instinctively, her mind elsewhere. 

She hadn’t spoken since morning. At the far end of the hall, Pema worked alongside a younger apprentice, gently correcting her angles and guiding her wrist with the same patience she offered stubborn fibres. Her eyes briefly met Anya’s, then disappeared.

A scrap of crimson cloth, no larger than a thumb, appeared in her fingers. She spoke to the apprentice as she folded it into the underside of the blanket they were finishing, tucking it so seamlessly into the seam it might never be seen, unless you knew where to look.

A ripple, no wider than a thread.

When the girl left with the bundle, Pema moved to the water urn. Pouring herself a ladleful, she drank. Then, without turning her head, she said: “You must wait longer.” 

Anya didn’t stop weaving or look up, but her wrist went still for a breath too long between beats. Pema continued, her voice low, not conspiratorial, but factual, as if reading aloud. 

“The fields are being watched again. The boys are bored. You’ll be seen.” A beat. “But your eyes are already on the gate.” 

Anya exhaled through her nose, a near-silent sign of agreement. 

The shuttle clacked again, and the cloth grew. “They can knot your steps,” Pema said, setting the ladle down, “but not your looking. That’s the part they never understand.” Someone entered the hall behind them, Tsewang. She nodded once to the room, then moved towards the back rack of thread bundles. 

Anya resumed the pattern, the ripple edge now sharper than it had been before. Her fingers stung where she’d pressed too hard, but the pain helped. 

That afternoon, when she returned to the house, her mat had been moved an inch closer to the hearth. 

And later that evening, when the others slept, she fingered the edge of her sash and found, knotted deep in the hem, a single red thread. No message. Just a direction.

Scene 5: The Footpath Plan

THAT AFTERNOON, THE riverbank was relatively low. Having not seen rain in five days, the water barely trickled, thin, exhausted, clinging to one side of the stonebed as if it knew it wasn’t welcome there. 

Anya was sent to collect rushes, which Karma said could absorb negative energy from the temple floors. Dawa waited nearby, idly scraping bark from a stick and gazing at the horizon as if expecting something. 

The dry breeze swept through, and a hawk soared high above, casting a slow, deliberate shadow in spirals. 

Anya crouched at the river’s edge, her sandals off, toes pressed into cool clay. She moved carefully, gathering reeds into neat bundles, shaking loose the roots with a steady rhythm that suggested she was entirely focused on her task. Yet, her eyes were fixed elsewhere.

To the east, where the reeds met the goat path, a line of dry thistle created a natural barrier. Beyond that, hidden from view, an old hunter’s trail wound into the cliffs behind Somlong. She had explored it once, years ago, holding her brother’s hand as they searched for wild berries.

He whistled continuously and then whispered on their way back: “If you ever run, take this path. It remembers feet.” Now, her fingers twitched with anticipation. 

When Dawa turned to adjust his sash, Anya dipped her hand into the mud near a flat riverstone patch. She quickly drew a line with her finger, marking a bend, a slope, and three short strokes where the reeds parted, a curved arrow pointing toward freedom. 

Her plan was simple: to move from the outer drying shed, past the nettle grove, through the thistle ring, and into the abandoned goat ravine. From there, she could reach the hunter’s trail by dawn, if her feet could carry her and if the thread didn’t tighten too soon.

She gently smoothed the mark with her palm as Dawa turned around. “Plenty of reeds here,” he said, moving toward her. “We’ll take this load and head back.” Anya nodded and lifted the bundle without hesitation. 

They proceeded in silence. His gait was relaxed, either out of awareness or feigned ignorance. When they passed Lhamo’s quarters, a breeze fluttered the curtain briefly. Anya glimpsed the elder weaver’s silhouette inside, sitting cross-legged with her head bowed. Later that evening, when Anya returned to the brothers’ house, a cup of water was waiting on the step. No words, no salt, no blessing. Just water. Cool. Still. Left by someone who understood that escape started not with running, but with drawing and waiting.

Scene 6: The Attempt

THE MOON HUNG HIGH and delicate above Somlong, resembling an unspent coin. Its silvery light bathed the courtyard, reflecting off the water basins and outlining the window edges. Inside, the brothers slept soundly, bodies relaxed and breathing evenly. That night, Rinchen stayed in the outer room, sandals pointed towards the door, while Karma’s prayer beads lay near his bed. No one stirred. Anya sat cross-legged on her mat, with her blanket folded neatly beside her. Her shawl was tucked under the cushion of her sleeping area, shaped like a curled sleeper. She inhaled slowly. Earlier that day, she submerged the black string on her wrist in oil, claiming it was for blessing and strengthening, as Karma said, with her gentle smile that always seemed like a lid on something hot. This time, she soaked the string in water, just enough to loosen the knot.

Now, under the moon, she gently loosened it. A breath. A twist. She patiently tugged until the knot finally unravelled. She took out the thread and placed it beside her blanket, like a forgotten vow. No one moved. The pottery shard still hid beneath her mat; she left it there for tonight. Her feet were barefoot. As she quietly passed the sleeping figures, the house creaked once, and her breath caught. She stepped over Karma’s sandals into the corridor, where cold stone touched her skin, and the air smelled of old embers and burnt cumin. She exited through the courtyard door into the open air.

She moved like wind through tall grass, low and purposeful. She passed the herb shelves, crossed the boundary stones, and ignored the dry nettles scraping her calves, remaining unmoved. Her lungs pounded like wings behind her ribs, not out of panic, but as a steady pulse. Reaching the embankment, she slid down on her hands and knees, dirt clinging to her nails. Moving swiftly and silently, she saw the shadow of the drying shed, familiar in shape and reassuring. Beyond it were thistles, further away the old goat trail, and even further... she refused to imagine. Now halfway across the courtyard, reeds nearly brushing her thighs, then, a flash of gold, a flare, lantern light. She froze. At the field’s edge, partly hidden by grass, Rinchen stood silent, holding his lantern low and steady. His calm face, neither cruel nor shocked, simply waiting.
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