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277 M.E.

From the shade of the Pascima Gate, Pallavi looked west, across the river and up the valley. To her right stood a long row of red rock bluffs. To the left, on the other side of the river, there were little villages and green farms on the floodplain. Far ahead, at the distant end of the valley, just where the river turned and the road was lost behind the hills, a haze of yellow dust hung over the wheat fields. Pallavi watched, and saw the haze was drawing closer. The dust was from a caravan, no doubt, arriving from the west—from Roshan, perhaps. Or maybe Briddobad. 

In Pallavi’s young life, she had never been farther from the city than the orchards across the river, where she and her mother picked oranges and lemons to sell at Lata Madhavi’s stall in the Kendriya Market. Most of the time on those days, she was too busy to give much thought to the outside world, and if her mind wandered, her mother was always there to bring her back to reality. But sometimes, when they reached the crossroads and made the turn for the orchards, she would look up the western road, toward the turn in the river that the caravan was rounding now, and think, “What if I just kept walking that way?” 

She had nothing better to do this morning than sit and watch the caravan come in. So she curled up in her little stone alcove by the gate, like the statues in the big temples on Garha Square, and waited. 

Soon, the dust in the valley seemed to part, and the long double line of camels and donkeys appeared. They crossed the river at the ford halfway up the valley. The water was low on this hot summer day, and not even the donkeys got wet up to their chests. On the near side of the river, the drovers and riders herded the animals along the bank and spread them out so they could drink. There were plenty of places upriver where a caravan could stop for water, or so Pallavi had heard, but most of them liked to water their beasts under the shadow of the city walls. It was safer, for one thing, since the desert bandits wouldn’t dare attack a caravan here. And it also served as a sort of advertisement—showing off the number of animals and the size of their packs to any local merchants who might be looking to buy, or might want to send some of their wares east when the caravan continued on. 

When the animals were finally finished drinking, the drovers led them up the wide, sloping path from the ford, past the old houses carved into the face of the red bluffs, and then past the city walls to the sprawling caravanserais and stables that ringed the city. Some of these were owned by big merchant houses, others were owned by temples in the city, and were allegedly run as charities. The master of this particular caravan—clearly visible on a big black Immani horse—seemed unsure at first which camp to use. But once he had bartered and bargained, he found one he liked, and the long lines of animals rode into the wide enclosure. 

Soon, the smell of roasting goat and chicken wafted over the field to the gate, and Pallavi realized she hadn’t eaten anything all morning. She could have gone over to the caravanserais to beg. There were plenty of Broken beggars over there now, doing just that. But Pallavi knew her mother and father would die of shame if their only daughter were seen begging. So, instead, she climbed down from her perch, went in through the gate and turned off a narrow, dusty side alley. There was a bakery here, and when their bread grew too hard to sell, and too stale to simply give away to the temples, it ended up in a mulch pile here in the back. 

About five years earlier, at this very spot, Pallavi had discovered something quite remarkable. If she was hungry, and she came here and wished for bread, then suddenly a hot, fresh garlic loaf or cheese bun would appear on the pile, clean and wrapped neatly in a palm leaf, just the way the baker sold them in the market. 

After looking around carefully to make sure no one was watching, she climbed the little wall into the baker’s yard. Then, half to herself, and half to a beneficent universe, she whispered, “Some raisin bread would be nice.” 

Sure enough, a little palm leaf parcel appeared, though when she was back on the other side of the wall, and she opened it, she found walnut bread. Sometimes it didn’t work exactly the way she wanted. But walnut bread was good, too, so she shrugged and started eating. 

She tried not to do this too often. Once, she had told herself she could only do it on mornings when they didn’t have food for breakfast. But those days became rather too frequent, so then she decided she would only do it on days when she’d missed two breakfasts in a row. She didn’t know if the bread came from the baker’s own shelves, or if some god was giving it to her, but she had an instinctive sense that she shouldn’t be too greedy about it. People who were too greedy always came to a bad end, her mother often said (sometimes with a rueful glance in her father’s direction). So Pallavi only asked for the bread when she really needed it. 

She had no idea how it worked. Sometimes this galled her, because she loved tinkering with things and finding out how they worked—toys, card games, recipes, and even the big water pump in the central market square. But despite a few tentative experiments, she could not discover how the bread came to her. 

When she was 12, and she had first gotten bread this way, she thought of it as “luck.” The boys she had run around with in those days had called it luck, too, when she had eventually shown them. They couldn’t make it work, though, and they had eventually lost interest in it. They felt, as a matter of general principles, that anything only a girl could do was probably not important enough to worry about. 

Her latest boyfriend, Avin—the true love of her life—had been the one who had finally recognized it as magy. 

“Do you mean I’m a sorceress?” she had asked him incredulously. 

He had laughed at that. “I think sorceresses can do more than just move bread around, Palli. There’s probably one of the little gods who likes you for some reason.” 

Pallavi had heard tales like that from the puppeteers and storytellers in the markets—tales of minor spirits and gods who would take a liking to some poor girl and try to help her out. Usually the stories ended quite badly for the girl in question, and this was another reason Pallavi was reluctant to ask for too much too often. 

Avin, on the other hand, thought “her god” was marvelous, and constantly pressured her to use the god’s power to their advantage. Avin thought it a waste to get bread from this helpful deity when there were all sorts of other things the god could get them that were no more trouble, but infinitely more valuable. At first, Pallavi had resisted using the god’s power this way, but Avin had gotten sulky about it, and she had felt bad. And just as she always did, she let Avin have his way. 

As it happened, Avin was looking for her this morning, and when she went back to her perch at the gate, he was waiting for her. He was tall and slim, with dark, curly hair that fell in his eyes, and wide, pouting lips. Pallavi often felt self-conscious beside him, because he was so much taller and more elegant than she was. She greeted him with a cheerful, “Good morning.” He greeted her in his usual way—a deep kiss with lots of tongue, which she reciprocated willingly, and a hand on her ass, which she quickly removed. 

“I’ve been over at the Svami Temple Caravanserai,” he told her. “These new fellows are tired, and they’re not paying much attention to their surroundings.” He grinned, reached in a pocket, and pulled out two small purses full of foreign silver coins. 

She didn’t like it when Avin picked pockets. And not only because he could have his fingers chopped off if he was caught. When she saw those purses, she didn’t see all the rice beer that Avin would buy with it, or the fruit and pastries they would share in his room. She saw the disconsolate faces of some poor drovers who wouldn’t be eating supper tonight. 

She didn’t say things like that to Avin, though. Not anymore. He would laugh at her, and it made her feel so stupid and lonely when he laughed at her. 

“Listen,” he said, shoving the purses back in his pocket, “there’s a fellow over there running a dice game. Think your little god might want to help me out?” 

“I...I suppose so,” she said, trying to sound as happy about the idea as he clearly was. 

They walked off around the city wall to the big caravan fields, stretching up to the top of the bluffs, and over them into the high red dunes. They passed hundreds of camels and donkeys and oxen, gathered around heaping mounds of fodder or lined up at long troughs. They passed vast tent encampments, and came to the long, low archways of the Svami Temple Caravanserai, which was built from local red stone as a triple arcade around a wide gravel courtyard. Dozens of beggars sat outside, their injuries and disfigurements arranged for best display. A few bored-looking prostitutes in low-cut gowns of faded yellow linen leaned against the arches, chatting idly with the beggars and passing glowing opium pipes back and forth. 

Just inside the gate, on the slate flagstones of the arcade, Pallavi and Avin found two dozen men gathered around, throwing dice. With every turn, some men cheered, others groaned, and money changed hands. Avin waded in and, with a wink at Pallavi, staked the money from the two little purses. Then he shook the dice theatrically and cast them to the floor. 

For an instant, it occurred to Pallavi that she could make him lose deliberately. The money in the purses wasn’t his, after all, and it would serve him right to lose it. But then he would be angry, and he would sulk and whine, and it would take her days to get him to smile at her again. So she had to help him win. 

The world seemed to slow, and the dice turned and tumbled in the air. 

In her mind, she pictured the three little cubes of ivory—one had dots to represent the numbers from one to six; the other two had the signs of the Odelandic zodiac painted on them. The game was called Rasicakra, one of the traditional pastimes of the caravan workers. Pallavi had been playing it for as long as she could remember with her brothers and the other children of the neighborhood, though they had only ever bet with old buttons and pretty stones from the river. It was a complex game; some of the signs of the zodiac canceled each other out, and the number 4 was always unlucky. 

She felt the weight in the number die—slightly off-center, so it would come up 4 more often than usual. So the man running the game was a cheater. Not so terribly unusual, but it made her feel a little better about what she did next: she had the dice land showing the number one and the signs for the rabbit and the camel. 

Avin had just doubled his money. 

Pallavi would have left it there, but of course Avin had to keep going, and before long the man running the game was glaring at him over the growing pile of coins and jewelry. 

“If you insist,” said Avin, “I’ll play one more round,” though in fact no one was insisting that he stay, and people were starting to inch away from him. 

“The fuck you will,” snapped the man, pulling a knife from his belt and lunging forward. 

Pallavi made him trip over a loose bit of slate that hadn’t been there a moment earlier. Then she and Avin grabbed what they could from the pile and ran. Shouts and cries of “thief” and “cheater” followed them down the hill to the gate, but the men of the Municipal Watch did nothing to stop them. In most disputes between locals and caravan men, the watch tended to side with the locals unless someone was paying them not to. 

Pallavi and Avin paused in a dark, twisting alley, overhung with crumbling tile roofs, and stuffed their loot into pockets and purses. “Shall we go to my place?” he asked brightly. 

“I suppose so,” she said. Her parents’ home was closer, but her mother didn’t think much of Avin, unfortunately, and would be less than welcoming. And anyway, after a successful score like this, Avin was always in the mood to do things that Pallavi would never do under her parents’ roof. 

They walked through the narrow back alleys of Majhra, bypassing the main roads. They went around the markets and behind the butchers’ shops, where they had to step carefully to miss the piles of offal. They passed the merchant houses and the little mud brick huts of the day laborers. They came within a few blocks of Pallavi’s house. 

Then they got into a sadder, more desperate part of town, near the eastern Suryodaya Gate, where the walls were sagging and even the main streets were too narrow to let the sun in. Avin lived here, in a crumbling old apartment building where half the balconies had fallen away and the roof had collapsed long ago. He had chosen the safest room, where there were few large cracks in the walls, and most of the floorboards were still in place, but even so, visiting him always made Pallavi feel she was cheating death. 

The only light came from an old brass oil lamp Pallavi had found on a junk heap nearby. Avin had insisted it was broken and useless, but Pallavi had taken it apart and cleaned it and put it back together, and now it put out a steady, if somewhat dim, light. At first, Avin had refused to use it, claiming it was, “likely to explode and burn us to a crisp.” But when it proved to be reliable, he started saying that he had, “always known it would work.”

They brought out all the jewelry and coins and divided them up. Avin handed a big, white gold necklace with a little blue diamond pendant to Pallavi and said, “Here, you should have this one.” 

“It’s beautiful,” she gushed. No one had ever given her something so wonderful in all her life. 

“You can take it to Lavanya Gila,” he went on. “She’ll give you a better price for it than she would give me. She likes you.” 

“Oh. Lavanya’s shop,” Pallavi said, a little sobered. “Yes, I suppose I should take it to her.” Her eyes stung for a second, but she told herself she was being stupid. They had stolen the necklace, and of course it would have to be sold to a fence. Of course Avin hadn’t meant for her to keep it. Why on earth would she have thought that he would? 

“I want to see you wear it first, though,” Avin said. “Just that, and nothing else.” 

So she put it on, and he took off her clothes. They went over to his dusty bedroll in the corner, and in spite of the broken floorboards and the dirt and the cracks in the walls, she felt rich for once. 
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Pallavi had always liked sex. In fact, she often worried that she liked it a lot more than a girl was supposed to. Her first attempts at it, three or four years ago with the neighborhood boys, had been quick and furtive. And although they had not been entirely satisfactory, and had not taken her all the way to her desired destination, she had certainly felt as if they had been headed in the right direction. Avin had been a revelation the first time they slept together. He actually seemed to know what he was doing, and the promise of those first encounters with other boys was finally fulfilled. 

Or at least that was how it had been at the beginning. The first few times they had had sex, nearly a year ago now, he had almost taken more care for her pleasure than for his own. That concern had gradually faded away, so that their encounters were much quicker now than they had been, as well as less enjoyable, at least for Pallavi. 

Typically, she blamed herself for this. She was too difficult to satisfy in bed, apparently; it wasn’t his fault. Granted, when Pallavi was alone in her room back at her parents’ house, she never had much trouble, even though at home she had to struggle to keep quiet, and she was distracted by the fear that her mother might walk in on her. But it wasn’t fair to hold him to that standard. Perhaps he was simply losing interest in her. 

For several months, Pallavi had lived with two apparently contradictory ideas about her beloved. The first idea was that he deeply, passionately loved her and wanted to marry her, even if he didn’t ever actually say that. The second idea was that he was constantly on the verge of breaking up with her, even though he never said that, either. The way she reconciled these ideas was, again, to blame herself. She told herself it was her fault. If she had been taller, if her face weren’t quite so round, if her breasts were bigger, then he would have already asked her to marry him. 

And there was the problem of her family, too. Even though they were currently down on their luck, Pallavi’s people were members of the merchant class. Avin was from the artisan class, and therefore, ranked lower. Pallavi didn’t care about class. Most of the people in their neighborhood were from the artisan class and most of her friends—not to mention all her boyfriends—had come from that class. But precisely because her parents had to live side by side with people of a lower class, they were anxious to maintain a sense of separation. 

Pallavi preferred to believe that this was the reason her mother was always so frosty in her reception of Avin. She didn’t like to think about all the other reasons her parents had for finding him unacceptable, like his way of earning a living. 

He proposed that they go to the fish market and steal some lunch for themselves. The fish market was always very busy at this hour in the morning, with all the fishermen coming up from the river with their catch, and it would have been the easiest thing in the world to grab a river shad or catfish or two, even without bothering her little god for help. But she absolutely refused to steal two meals in the same day. 

So, with an anxious grin, worried that he might be offended, she said, “I’d really better go home and see if my parents—” 

“Oh. Fine, then,” he said, with a careless wave of his hand. “Whatever you want.” He grabbed his trousers and started getting dressed. “I suppose I’ll see you around.” He barely waited for her to get her clothes on, too, and when they parted at a dilapidated little square with a crumbling public well, he gave her only a quick kiss on the cheek. 

Pallavi walked toward home through the Cornmarket district, worrying over this perfunctory goodbye and trying to reconcile the fact that she felt offended with her unshakable faith that he would never do anything deliberately to offend her. They never really had fights; he would just walk away like this, and she would worry, and then later, when she saw him again, they both pretended it had never happened. She never pressed the issue. She was terrified that if she did, he might break up with her. 

Past Tinakara Street, the street of Tinsmiths, she turned into Lalareta Street, where her parents lived. The name meant “Red Sand,” which always amused Pallavi, since all the streets in town had red sand in them. Their house was the smallest and dingiest in a long row of dingy houses. Some of the neighbors had painted their shutters in bright colors or set out begonias in window boxes. But no one in Pallavi’s house had taken the trouble to do that since Pallavi had discovered boys at age 12 and had found chasing after them far more entertaining than watering flowers. 

She unlocked the peeling door and went down the creaking, rippling boards of the hall to the kitchen. There was a cheese wheel in the pantry, so she cut herself a small slice—enough for a taste—and took one of the oranges from the crate by the back door. These were “third-best quality” fruits, which was to say they were crushed or spoiled or oddly shaped, and therefore couldn’t be sold in the market at Lata Madhavi’s fruit stall. 

She went out onto the rickety little veranda in the back and sat on the stoop, looking out over the weed-choked yard, where the chickens were scratching for grain and beetles in the red earth. There was no one here, and she didn’t know why she had come home. Perhaps she ought to find Avin and apologize to him. She didn’t really feel like she had done anything to be sorry about, but then, things were always so much more pleasant if she apologized. 

“Have you been out this morning?” 

She turned around to see her father wandering into the kitchen. Pramod Ratnam was 50, but he looked a decade older than that, with gray, thinning hair, a rounded back, and withered, liver-spotted arms. He had never been a tall man, but he was barely taller than Pallavi now. He moved slowly and deliberately, feeling for the uneven boards before placing his weight. His face was red, too. He’d been drinking a lot this morning, or perhaps he had been up all night and had never stopped. 

“Hello, Abba,” she said, smiling. She jumped up and found him a chair and cut him a slice of cheese, too. “I’ve been out to the caravanserais this morning to look around.” 

“Were you with that artisan boy, of yours? What’s his name?” 

“Avinash Saral,” she reminded him cheerfully. “Yes, I saw him.”

Her father nodded. “H’m.... Better not tell your mother.” He took a tiny bite of the cheese and chewed it slowly and thoughtfully before swallowing. “Are you going to work at the market today?” 

“No, I don’t work today, Abba.” 

His eyebrows went up. “Oh? I think your mother thought you would.... Well, it’s neither here nor there. It’s not much of a job for you.” He slumped lower in his chair. “I wish you could grow up somewhere other than here, Pallavi. Selling fruit at the market.” He wiped his eyes. “Only lower class boys to court you. It’s a rotten life for you, isn’t it?” 

“Oh, it’s not so bad,” she said. He was definitely worse off today than usual. She knelt and put an arm around his narrow, sloping shoulders. “What’s the matter? Did something happen?” 

He reached up and patted her hand. “No, nothing happened. That’s what happened, in fact: nothing. No work for a week. I need something to sell, but I need credit before I can buy stock. And no one’s lending right now. And last night at the tavern, I heard....” He paused, cleared his throat, and sat up straighter. “I shouldn’t burden you with this, dear.” 

“Of course you should,” Pallavi insisted.

“I heard Harendra Lochan is coming to town. He’s bringing a caravan from Shangia, apparently, and he’s richer than a prince.” 

The name Harendra Lochan was like a dimly-remembered curse from her childhood, or the name of some ancient disaster. Once upon a time, Lochan had been her father’s business partner and one of his closest friends. But that had been before Pallavi was born. And Lochan was the reason Pallavi had grown up here, in a dismal old house in Majhra, rather than in a glittering mansion in Roshan. 

“We won’t have to see him, will we?” she asked. 

“No, but I’m worried he’ll talk. If people around here find out about...you know. I mean, it’s hard enough getting credit now.” 

“Nonsense, Abba. Your friends here all trust you.” She said this as a matter of faith, sure that it must be so, rather than on the basis of any definite knowledge. “Something will turn up, I’m sure of it.” 

She got him some water and then headed back out into the streets again. Something would definitely turn up, because she had a blue diamond necklace, and that would give her father more than enough money to buy spices or wool or silk or something that he could sell to the merchants. Or maybe enough to buy a share in a caravan. Or, at the very least, it would be enough that they could fix a few floorboards and buy food through the winter. 

At the end of the Tinsmiths’ street, she crossed the Court of Ironmongers, lit with the glow of forges and ringing with the sound of hammers, and went down the hill into the Street of Jewelers. This was a more congenial part of town, and there were actually orange and plum trees shading the roads. If she continued down this way, she would have come out in the Kendriya Market, where her mother managed the fruit stall, but halfway down the street, she turned under a wide, pointed arch into a neat little courtyard. 

There were pink and orange rose bushes in little urns, with marble tiled paths between them. The red dust that covered most of the city had been carefully swept away here. To the left sat a wine emporium; to the right, a pastry shop. But straight ahead, there was a glittering bank of spotless windows under a long green and gold sign that read, “The House of Gila, Pawnbrokers of Discretion and Taste.” 

No one had ever questioned that Lavanya Gila, the proprietress, had excellent taste, but she was chiefly valued for her discretion. For the upper classes, she quietly converted unneeded treasures into quick cash. For the lower classes, and specifically for the people of the street like Avin, she did exactly the same thing, but without asking awkward questions about how such lovely and expensive things had come into their hands. 

Mistress Lavanya, as she styled herself, was a small woman with high, rouged cheekbones and little dark eyes. Her hair was long and curled, and dyed bright red. In daylight, the color looked a bit ridiculous, but in the half-light of the colored glass lamps in her crowded shop, it seemed wild and exotic. She was not precisely fat, but her figure was full enough to suggest a close acquaintance with luxurious foods and easy living. Rumor had it that she had been a courtesan in Roshan and Juldee before moving to Majhra. She affected an educated western accent, but she made no secret of the fact that she had been born into the Broken class—the lowest class of them all. 

She told long and highly entertaining stories about the sequence of minor scandals that had driven her from Roshan to the wealthy hill town of Juldee, and from there to Majhra. She was less forthcoming about the mysterious sequence of events that had taken her from the lowest stratum of Sahasran society to the glittering palaces of the capital in the first place, but most people assumed that beauty and her skills as a seductress must have played a part. 

Pallavi thought there must be more to the story than that, which was how she had first earned Lavanya’s friendship. She and Avin had been in the shop together, and apparently thinking Lavanya was out of earshot, he had said, “It doesn’t take much skill to make money when you’re that pretty.” 

Pallavi had disagreed. “I imagine it takes a great deal of skill to keep it, though.” 

It turned out the proprietress had, in fact, been listening. She burst out laughing and flipped Pallavi an Immani sestertius, saying, “Clever girl.” 

Today, when Pallavi ducked through the long, beaded curtain into the sandalwood and lilac-scented darkness of the shop, Lavanya immediately cried, “Ah, Palli, my dear girl. Come have some tea.” 

There was a little crockery brazier in the back of the shop, past the racks of pawned sitars and tanpuras, and the glass cases with all sorts of shimmering jewelry. Lavanya put on a brass kettle and brought out a little glazed jar with real Shangian green tea. “I can’t believe you’re here today,” said the older woman. “Why don’t you come see me more often?” 
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