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​​​Words & Meanings
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The following are some of the unusual words you will encounter in this book, and their meaning, to avoid any literary confusion.

Apsara: beings that serve the celestial court (heaven) in the guise of beautiful women sent by the gods to seduce, distract or barter with humans. Sometimes depicted as having up to six arms. They are frequently shown as blue-skinned, dark-haired beauties. There many kinds of apsaras; the primary one in this book is a guardian of nature and of a wishing tree, a divine tree whose fruit grants you a single wish. 

Churels: the ghosts of women who died in childbirth or were in abusive situations, believed to return to life to avenge themselves on mortal men. They can adopt the guise of a man’s loved one, lure him away from his friends, and then kill him. You will know them by their backwards footprints and ankles. 

Dayan: are the most-feared witches in Hindu mythology, believed to be able to steal away your soul. In my story, they serve in an official capacity as a judge and executioner for those who have magic unlawfully. The role can pass to another. They have long, dark hair bound in a single braid and black nails like talons. 

Maharaja: a king or prince in India ranking above a raja, especially the sovereign of one of the former native states. Used as a title for such a king or prince.

Maharini: The wife of the Maharaja.

Nymph: a spirit of nature imagined as a beautiful maiden inhabiting rivers, woods, or other locations.

Raja: the title of the son of the Maharaja.

Rani: the title of the daughter of the Maharaja.

Reliquary: a container where religious relics are stored.

I use many Hindu legends in the magic, including an appearance by the Sword of Kali, named Kharga. The name of Nyan’s mare is Badavā, which in legend is a flame with the head of a horse. 

The Castes:

Though there are multiple castes, only three appear in this book: 

Kshatriya: the ruling class, consisting of warriors and princes. They are allowed to use magic and are often advanced illusionists. 

Sudras: the second-lowest caste, but above Untouchables. They are the servant class and/or merchant class. Magic is forbidden to them.

Untouchables: the lowest caste, not allowed common privileges or to advance themselves. They wind up tending the jobs no one else wants, such as removing filth or handling dead bodies. 
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​​The Song of the Apsara
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I live inside the greatest Library in India. It’s no ordinary building. Magical scrolls and ancient books fill its shelves, and no one but the Maharaja and his children may borrow them except at a Night of Wonders, which is a festival held whenever an envoy of the Cabal dies. Since the competition’s victor takes their place among those who determine our laws, many enchanters compete for the honor and use the Library to increase their skills at that time.

It’s my job to tend the books the way my master, the Librarian, tells me. Since he had no son to teach his skills, he took me from an orphanage at eight years old. In the decade since, he has taught me how to handle the books so none of them can hurt me. It takes insight to shelve magical volumes. Pair the wrong ones and they might cause an explosion; open one that should not be idly touched and it’s possible to fall into the world it contains. 

While in the orphanage, my best friend, Rajan, and I practiced covert magic in the darkness after midnight in my attic room. He showed me his best creation, a white tiger with hazel eyes, and helped me cast my first illusion, a blue and gray butterfly. I dare not use my gift here. The Cabal forbids magic to my caste. Rajan is a Kshatriya, a member of the ruling class, so he may openly display his talents and compete for a place in the Cabal. I am a Sudra, the caste just above the Untouchables, so I may not. Since Kshatriyas never associate with Sudras, we should not have become friends, but it did not matter to us. We met in secret. Rajan never minded the dark hue of my skin. After working several years at the Library, I learned he left the orphanage to train as an enchanter. He has written to me many times, but our distance keeps us apart. I hope to see him soon.

The Library became my consolation after leaving my best friend. It contains so much sacred knowledge, I could not learn it all in a thousand lifetimes. The Librarian makes me hide if Maharaja Jakír or his children visit, since it’s not for me to look upon them, but I catch glimpses of them in the stacks. They are near to my age and twins, two halves of one coin, alike, but different. They remind me of long-legged, graceful deer. Her name is Ishana, and his is Nyan.

Today I wake, full of nervous excitement for our imminent trip. A member of the Cabal recently died in his sleep, so a Night of Wonders will take place. In a few days, we will depart in a convoy. Our destination is a hundred miles through a haunted jungle full of churels. They are spirits who disguise themselves as beautiful women to lure travelers to their death.

As usual, I eat breakfast and hasten to my work in the Library. Darkness awaits me across the threshold, but my vision adjusts to the glow of the ceiling. Dozens of stars and constellations float above me through its magnificent glass dome. I cannot count them all, though it’s wonderful to lie beneath it at night and try. The Library senses my arrival and lights the braziers. Their blue fire gives off no heat and casts shadows across the countless free-standing stacks. The size of this place never ceases to astound me. I have not yet found its end. The books around me whisper in ancient tongues. I understand most of them and often read them after the Librarian leaves for the night, trusting the Library to keep my secret. My master does not know I have the ability to hear the books and I do not dare to tell him.

My bare feet make no sound on the vast golden floor as I make my way through the rows of books and scrolls. My master has had me sorting the east section for the last year. I climb the circular staircase to a walkway where hundreds of stories murmur on their shelves. It’s dangerous to leave them stacked in piles for too long, in case their contents seep into each other. I love to smell and feel them, find them suitable places, and sequester any dangerous ones away from the innocent fairy tales. The contented books often hum as I shelve them. At first, I felt they did not like me, but as I proved myself gentle in how I handled them, they ceased their tricks. They used to disappear and undo all my work. 

Suddenly, I hear voices in the lower chamber and creep forward to peer over the polished railing. The Maharaja, Jakír, enters the Library carrying a parcel, followed by his son and the Librarian. From the way my master acts, it must contain a new book... or an ancient one. My fingers tighten around the cloth I use to wipe the shelves, my attention fixed on the parcel as Jakír carries it to the pulpit under the enchanted stained glass window. Its image often changes. Today, it features a six-armed goddess in a garden. I wonder if the scene has anything to do with the book he holds.

My master reaches out to touch the bindings, but Jakír slaps at his hands and unties them himself. The Librarian steps back in respect, but I see a flash of anger on his face. I know the feeling. It is hard to endure abuse, but we have no choice. We are Sudras. 

The wrapper falls away to reveal an exquisite manuscript, its blue cover made of dyed calfskin and embossed in golden letters. I hear its magic crackle in the gloom.

“It is The Song of the Apsara,” Jakír says proudly. “A rare find.”

When he opens it, the three men lean forward to examine its intricate illustrations. A foolish desire to climb down the ladder, snatch it from him, and flee with it comes over me. I tighten my grip on the rail until my knuckles turn white. Jakír is a formidable Maharaja, tall and broad-shouldered, impressive in his costly silks. Even if I grabbed it, I would not get ten feet before he stopped me. He is India’s greatest enchanter, invincible because he owns the Library, and the magic stored here gives him great power.

Jakír says, “It sings songs of the celestial court to lure hidden enchanters into the open. None who hears it can resist its allure.”

I believe him. The book has a strange effect on us all. From our dazed expressions, I sense that we all covet it. Its vibrations echo in the back of my skull. My grip tightens until pain shoots up my arm and returns me to my senses. I realize the book is calling to the magic within me and I must stop its siren call. No one can know about me. Frantic to resist temptation, I tear strips off the dust rag and stuff them into my ears, under my turban. Once I can no longer hear it, the urge to take it subsides and I return to my work. By the time the Librarian checks on me in the evening, my progress pleases him. He pats my back and says, “That’s good enough for today. Come and share my meal, Anik.” 

No one else uses my name when they address me. I doubt any of them know it. They call me “Sudra,” to remind me of my place. 

Our visits in the evening are my favorite time of day. His room is more comfortable than mine, larger and full of many trinkets he collected in his travels. He gave me permission a long time ago to touch them. My fingers stroke the carved figures, in awe of their craftsmanship. They remind me of the small jade elephant left to me by my merchant father. It is very dear to me. My master calls me to the table, where we eat and talk. I laugh at his stories about his eight sisters and read to him as usual, but he seems different tonight. Unsettled. I bid him goodnight and retreat up the stairs to my room. After I carry out my prayers, I curl up and fall asleep. 

I awaken abruptly after midnight. The Library has fallen silent. This kind of stillness only happens when something is wrong. I felt it once before, when a thief crept into its stacks. Jakír trusts us to defend his books. The loss of one will earn us a punishment. Every nerve in me alive with tension, I pick up a dagger and creep out my door. A flicker of light in the darkness leads me into the shelves. I descend a flight of stairs and bow to the reliquary at their base. The small jeweled box rests in the lap of a stone idol of a celestial nymph. We call her an apsara. She has a cruel face. The reliquary she guards holds an ancient scroll. My master told me long ago the scroll is what keeps the Library alive. The apsara sends a shiver of fear through me. She gave the Library to the first enchanter. She is its Guardian, its architect, and its soul. It’s best not to disrespect or disturb her image. I wonder if the book the Maharaja brought here today has anything to do with what is happening now. After all, the title is The Song of the Apsara.

After a respectful pause, I slip past her into the shadows, but my dread grows once I enter the quiet stacks. I sense powerful magic, a disturbance in the Library’s balance of authority. I must protect, even sacrifice my life, to prevent the theft of a book, but I cannot use my magic to defend myself. It will betray me even if no one sees it. The knife feels heavy in my hands. Am I ready to wield it?

I hear movement, raise my weapon, and rush around a corner to confront... no one. A ball of light hovers there, its essence casting eerie shapes across the shelves. Sensing I am not alone, I glance around. The Librarian steps out of the darkness. As if he does not see me, he walks past me through the stacks to the niche where The Song of the Apsara rests. I lower my blade and draw near. He halts before the book. I call his name but he does not respond. From the glazed intensity of his stare, I know he hears its siren call. This shocks me. Not once in ten years has he indicated he hears the books. I never suspected him of being a hidden enchanter or of possessing such a gift.

Concerned for his safety, I slip the dagger into my waistband. I reach out to touch his shoulder, but he does not react. “Master?”

“It’s a wretched thing to live in a Library and never own a single book,” he says in an odd voice, low and full of resentment. The volume has taken possession of him. His dark gaze remains riveted on the object of his desire. “I want this one. It calls to me. It does not belong in this place. I shall liberate it from them. From him.”

Contempt for our employer fills his tone. It curdles my blood. I know this isn’t him. The Librarian is no fool. He has handled dangerous books before and knows the risks involved. His ear protection must have fallen out in his sleep. I recall what Jakír said about the book, so I caution him. “You do not want to do this. Come away before anyone sees you.”

He slaps away my hands and reaches for the tome. “I want more than this life, Anik. The magic it contains could give it to me.”

I cannot let him do this. In the twenty-five years he has served in the Library, he has never revealed his secret power. I lunge at him, ready to drag him away, but he shoves me aside. His fingers snatch up the book and clutch it to his chest. Even with my ears covered, I feel it singing to him. Seducing him. The hair lifts on my arms. I do not recognize him when he turns, his face darkened by greed. “It’s mine now. It will give me a life without a master!”

My heart thunders in my chest. “Return it. Pretend it never...”

He caresses the cover as one would a lover’s body and raises his eyes. I find them cold, dark, and hard. They do not belong to him. The evil in the book has possessed him. If I can knock it out of his grasp and cover his ears, he will come to his senses. No one need know. No harm done. I start forward, but as he gives a careless wave, magic lifts me off my feet and slams me into a shelf. I hit the floor hard. Precious books fall down around me. Stunned, I get to my knees. The Librarian strolls past me, unconcerned for my safety. He has lost his mind. Lust for the book consumes him.

“Master, you must return it to its place!” I scramble to my feet.

Then someone leaves the shadows, and my heart sinks. It’s too late. It’s the Dayan, the most dreaded witch in India. All Sudras do their best to avoid her, but I would know her anywhere. She has a cold, harsh, fearsome beauty. A golden gaze shines in her dark face and she wears her thick raven hair in a long plait down her back. Her black fingernails gleam beneath the crimson folds of her sari. 

Fear ties my stomach into a knot as I back away from her.

“You were right to suspect him, Jakír,” she says. “The Librarian has magic.”

To my dismay, the Maharaja appears behind her, wearing a look of reproach. The Librarian halts but shows him no deference and, instead, raises his chin in defiance. The irate Jakír demands, “You dare to steal from me? To serve my court under false pretenses?”

The air hisses like a thousand trapped serpents. The Dayan licks her lips as if she can already taste his magic. She will steal it from him. The Cabal uses her power to punish the lower castes. The Librarian might still save himself if he submits to their authority, but the book will not let him. Using its power to reinforce his own, he yanks a scroll off the shelf and hurls it at them. It unravels in midair, and a creature spills out of it to attack them. In the disruption it causes, the Librarian bolts past me into the stacks. I follow, unsure of whether to stop him or help him escape. 

Another figure appears ahead of us, near the apsara. Our pace slows as golden light spills across the slender prince standing on the stairs. His hair mussed from sleep, Nyan says in a quiet voice, “Please, do not make me stop you, Librarian. Give me the book.”

In his deranged state of mind, I expect my master to lash out at him, but he pauses. Before he has time to decide what to do, Jakír sends a blast of magic into him from behind. The Song of the Apsara flies out of his grip and falls open at Nyan’s feet. The Librarian slams into the marble wall and lands on the floor, dazed. His arm strikes a stack and books topple from their perch. Their distress makes me want to gather them up, but I know better than to act. If I respond at all, Jakír will suspect me of having magic.

Nyan snatches up the book, shuts it, and stuffs it in an iron box. When the latch clicks, the siren song stops. In the sudden silence, the Librarian shakes his head and emerges from his trance with a look of horror, but it’s too late. Repentance will not save him. 

Jakír and the Dayan leave the shadows to loom over him. I know what’s about to happen. An Undoing, the removal of his magic. Dread sweeps over me like a shroud. Grateful none of them looks at me, I pull the plugs out of my ears and discard them in case the Dayan examines me. A gradual awareness of his crime comes over my master. Full of shame and terror, he prostrates himself on the colorful floor and clasps his trembling hands together in a frantic appeal. “Forgive me, Maharaja. I lost my senses!”

Hatred burning in his soul, Jakír towers over him in a cold rage. “You dare beg me for mercy after you deceived me all these years? You disgrace my name. I must set an example in my realm. Sudras may not use magic. You knew the law and broke it. Since you did serve me well, I shall not imprison you for theft, but your magic will be taken and you will lose your position as my Librarian.”

The Dayan steps forward with a cruel smile on her lips. They say when she rips the magic out of you, it leaves you soulless. It’s not a fate I wish on the man who calls me his son. The taste in my mouth turns to ash. A war rages within me. If I let it happen, I am no better than our oppressors, but to act will reveal my magic. It’s not strong enough to kill them. Jakír will defeat me. My sacrifice would serve no purpose. What can I do against them?

The Librarian moans and rests his face in his hands. Behind us, the image of the apsara observes us, unaffected by his distress. Our mortal lives do not matter to her. Before the Dayan can sink her long nails into my master, Nyan steps between them. “Father, there’s no time to replace him before we depart. Who will tend the Library on our journey? Put a collar on him to restrain his magic, but let him retain his position. We need him.”

A bud of hope blooms in my soul. Is it possible Nyan shares my fondness for the Librarian? He spent many hours in the Library as a boy, and my master gave him the attention his father did not. He now shows a kindness toward the Sudra I never knew existed.

Jakír crushes my dreams as carelessly as he would grind a flower to dust under his heel. “No. He will pay the price of his deceit.”

Malice twists the Dayan’s face. I dare not look at her for the fear it inspires in me. She reaches for my master, but Nyan grabs her wrist. “This is an injustice. I will not allow it. He has served us for twenty-five years. If you Undo him, you destroy all his learning. The Library gave him its secrets. He knows more about it than anyone else. Please make an exception for him. Let him keep his magic, provided he does not use it.”

“It is the law for a reason, Prince Nyan.” The Dayan has a voice like velvet to accompany her dark beauty. She inspires desire and fear in every man who looks upon her. Yet no one dares to touch her. “If every caste had magic, our world would fall into chaos. It’s dangerous in the hands of the illiterate.”

“He is not uneducated. He has great knowledge!” Nyan argues.

My master’s gaze moves between them and lands on me in the shadows. My body tenses and anguish flows over me. I wish I could protect him, but the shake of his head warns me against it. He motions to the stacks behind me. He wants me to creep away, but I cannot. I shall carry the memory of this awful night with me forever. I owe it to him.

The bangles on the Dayan’s wrist catch my attention. She tosses her long braid behind her. “We cannot afford to make exceptions, even for those we respect. The last time I let a Sudra keep his magic, it caused the great sickness.”

Does she mean the plague that took my parents? It wiped out entire cities. We cremated so many bodies, for months we could not see the sun through the smoke. The heat baked us like an oven. From his stunned expression, Nyan also did not know this.

The Dayan circles Nyan. “The first time the Cabal ordered me to use my gift, I failed them. I felt a young man did not deserve his punishment, so I did not take his magic. Rather than gratitude, his hatred for his betters became a relentless disease. It taught me a hard lesson. Power corrupts. Give a man a stick to lean on out of charity, and he will use it to kill his master or beat his wife.”

The taste of defeat hangs in the air. Nyan looks at the Librarian, full of shame and pity. The condemned man returns his sorrowful gaze and says, “It is all right, Prince Nyan. This is not your fault.”

He has given Nyan his forgiveness and permission to allow it. An intense emotion passes between them. Moved to tears, Nyan reaches for his hand, but his father slaps it aside. His caste should never touch a Sudra. Wearing a haunted expression, Nyan walks up the stairs and through the Library. The distant click of a latch reveals his absence. He could not stand to stay here and watch this injustice. I cannot accept the Dayan’s reasons for this punishment. My master did not cause the plague. The Librarian is a good man. He never raises his voice in anger. I cannot say the same about myself. Hatred flares within me. I want to kill them and scatter their ashes to the wind. But I cannot. It would cause my downfall. 

The Dayan commands my master to rise to his knees and raises her hand over his head. Then she lowers her black fingernails into his hair. He flinches as she digs them into his skull. I feel as though an invisible blade twists in my heart. Tears flow down the Librarian’s cheeks. I watch her draw his gift out of him. A glow starts in his fingers and the soles of his feet and moves through his body; she pulls it into a luminous thread in the air above him. Pure instinct, the desire to protect him, tries to lunge me forward, but I cannot lift my foot. A powerful spell holds me in place. My panic rushes over me in desperate waves. His screams fill my heart even though he makes no sound; I see it in the wideness of his eyes, the desperation in his attempt to hold on to his magic, in the clenching of his fists. Once it drains out of him, he collapses. She shapes his power into a thread. He raises his hand and when it produces no spark, his head falls to his chest.

The Dayan captures his magic in a small vial and tucks it into her sleeve. Released from her oppression, I fall forward. Her eerie eyes turn to focus on me. Pure terror overtakes me as she moves toward me. “What about you, Sudra? Did you know about him?”

“No, Dayan,” I answer.

One sharp nail lifts my chin so she can meet my frightened stare. I dare not blink under her scrutiny. Her serpent-like gaze narrows. She smells of the scented oils in which she bathes. It makes me aware of my unwashed scent. “Are you certain of that?” she asks.

Jakír strides past us and pauses in the shadow cast by the apsara. “Leave the Sudra alone. Had he known, he would have reported his master for the reward. The book did not call to him.”

Though he remains submissive on the floor, the Librarian says, “I did not endanger him with the truth. I kept my secrets well.”

She releases me. I focus on her bare feet, lest she see how much I loathe her. The Dayan wears a beautiful ankle bracelet. It relieves me when she walks away. I mourn for my master, robbed of his gifts and cast aside like trash. Hatred for those responsible leaves a bitter taste behind. I do not rise from my kneeling position. 

In a careless tone, Jakír says, “Boy, pack your master’s things and escort him off the estate. I want him gone before daybreak.”

My teeth clenched, I force myself to say, “Yes, Maharaja.”

Jakír halts at the top of the stairs. The faint light catches the blue threads in his robes. “Report to me at noon for an interview.”

Shock causes me not to react until the words sink into me. I turn my attention on him in dumbfounded amazement. “Maharaja?”

Contempt for my stupidity drips off his words. “I need a new Librarian. I assume in the decade you served him, Sudra, he taught you how to treat my books with the respect they deserve?”

My mouth turns dry. So many times, I lay beneath the enchanted ceiling and imagined being a Librarian. Those memories shame me now. Jakír does not wait for an answer, but sweeps away, followed by the Dayan. I slump against the shelves behind me, aware of an awful silence. Suppressed sobs wrack my body. I weep over what happened, my cowardice, and for the father I did not dare defend. The Librarian creeps forward and puts his arm around me. “It’s all right, Anik. I knew better than to take the book, but I let it tempt me. My carelessness made me into an old fool.” 

“You did not deserve this, and I did not protect you.” I search the creases of his face through my tears; the light has left him. He is older and more tired than yesterday. His life force has gone.

He rises to his feet and his bones crack. “You could not.” 

I grasp at the hem of his garment. “I tried to move...”

Compassion shines in his gentle, empty face. “Who do you think stopped you? I held you back, Anik. My magic kept you safe.”

This sinks me into despair. He refuses to discuss it while we tuck his possessions into a satchel. Despite his positive tone, he cannot disguise the change in him. Besides his magic, the Dayan took his joy. Where a few hours ago he had spryness in his limbs, he moves like an old man now. He speaks of his family and a desire to visit them as if he chose this for himself, instead of having it forced upon him. The final look he casts around the Library shatters my soul. It’s full of the love a father has for his many children. “Look after the books for me, Anik,” he says.

Dawn reaches the banyan trees and dissipates the morning mist on our way to the front gates. A guard unlocks them to let him leave. My master walks through them, pauses, and turns back to hug me. “I wish you good fortune, Anik,” he says in a kind voice. Empty sadness now fills a man once full of wisdom and laughter. He freed me from the orphanage, but I could not prevent his fate. 

My voice sticks in my throat. “I am forever grateful to you. How can I ever repay you for your kindness? Tell me and I shall do it.”

He touches my sleeve. “Do not let this harden you, my son.”

I nod. He has asked me to do the most difficult thing of all.

The Librarian drops the Library key into my palm and walks up the road toward the city. The shame of his Undoing has replaced his pride in being the Librarian. The gate creaks shut on corroded hinges and separates us forever. I return to the Library. The apsara decorates the carved double doors, a tree in her cupped hands. 

The weight in my grip drags my attention downward to examine the golden key. A tiger adorns its handle. It’s the first time anyone has entrusted it to me. When I insert it in the lock, I feel uneasy. The burden of its custody is mine. It twists and lets me inside. The Library does not respond to my presence at first. It sulks in a dour silence. I do not blame it. My master served it well. Will it accept me as the next Librarian?

I tidy the books and return to my rumpled bed. The floor feels harder than ever. Though it could be mine, I will not move into my former master’s room. Not today, and maybe never. 

Tears dampen my pillow before my dreams take me into a realm beyond the nightmares of this world. 
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​​An Old Friend Arrives
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A summoning to the palace is either an honor or a death sentence for a Sudra, depending on the Maharaja’s reason for the order. In the decade I served in the Library, not once did I ever enter the sacred halls of Jakír’s home. It lies beyond a series of elaborate, enchanted gardens full of exotic plants and forbidden to us Sudras except on official business. I want to look everywhere but without seeming too eager, so I move only my eyes. My palms smooth the front of my simple cotton garments. I am not too shabby, but I wish I were more prosperous, so the Sudras dressed in bright blue on royal errands did not look down their noses at me. One of them, a beautiful woman, stops me to ask, “Who are you?”

“Anik. The Maharaja has summoned me to his chambers.” 

She points me in the right direction. I thank her and pass through an arch into a moonlit garden where someone’s magic has turned off the sun. A cool breeze lifts the hair off my neck, and silver light catches the flowers that grow in a thick tangle beside the path. Since the law does not forbid me to read regular books, I know most of the native plants on sight, but not these. Awakened by my presence, they unfurl luminous petals to reveal real gemstone centers. Astounded, I stare at my reflection in a ruby the size of a kingfisher’s egg and feel my awareness of the world drift away. The gem has such a strong influence on me, I lean in to admire it. It awakens desires in me, dreams of a better life than the one I lead, of fame and for others to know and honor my name.

My fingertips stretch toward it, bruised from knocking against Library shelves, but a voice startles me from behind. “Do not take it, Anik, unless you want to get lost in a labyrinth of nightmares.”

Nyan emerges from the shadows as if he owns them. My gaze moves from his face to a large Bengal cat perched on his shoulder. The light of fireflies flickers across her leopard spots. Her eerie and static stare makes me nervous, as if she can read my thoughts. The black and tan tail twitches against the prince’s long blue and silver jacket. Nyan scowls up into a tree. “Were you going to let him touch it, Sister?”

To my astonishment, the princess drops barefoot to the ground. Ishana does not answer his question. Her amber eyes contrast with her golden jewelry and thick, dark hair, and her smile carries a touch of spite. She has never been so near me. I have seen her at a distance but up close she enchants me. I admire her beauty until I remember my place and notice the jeweled bracelet on her ankle. 

Ishana moves like a goddess, each gesture as graceful as a swan. She waves her arm at the row of ruby flowers. “Does my twilight garden impress you, Brother? Will it enthuse them at the festival?”

Her voice carries a note of carelessness which is not reflected in her stance. I sense that she wants to impress Nyan, even if she pretends otherwise. He shrugs and strokes his cat. “It’s a splendid feat, but I disapprove of your ‘little temptations,’ as you call them.”

She flips her hair, full of defiance. “What do you think, Sudra?”

“It’s a wonderful illusion, Rani,” I say with honesty.

Ishana’s radiant smile makes my spine melt. She grabs the low branch above her and disappears once more into the banyan tree. She’s as nimble as a little monkey, despite her status as a princess. The tantalizing flash of her bare leg in her ascent, before the thick green leaves conceal her, thrills me. She stirs my body in ways she should not and I sense she knows it. 

Since Nyan has not dismissed me, I follow him to the palace. Her twilight illusion is so real it startles me to pass through an arch into hot sunlight. I hasten to keep up with Nyan’s stride. He does not resemble his sister except in their posture and elongated limbs. Neither possesses the broad-chested stature of their father.

“Has the former Librarian left the estate?” he asks.

The sadness in his voice touches me and I whisper, “Yes, Raja.”

We ascend a staircase into a passage, an unspoken sorrow in the air between us, and pass charmed rooms full of unusual creatures. 

He bites his lip. “I regret what happened.”

It’s almost an apology, which is unheard of in his caste. Princes never make mistakes. In my shock, my toe catches on a loose tile and I stumble. My clumsiness draws the disdainful attention of the passing minstrels and heat floods my cheeks. “You showed him a great kindness, Raja. More than he expected from a Kshatriya.”

A corner of his mouth twists upward into the ghost of a smile. “The Librarian saved my life as a boy. I almost drowned in a river, but he pulled me to safety. I made it my vow to treat all Sudras with compassion as a reward for his kindness.” 

We meet a tall, muscular guard at the end of the corridor. He wears the deep crimson associated with the warrior caste, and a golden sash around his waist. He has a curved dagger strapped to his hip, but I doubt he needs it. Magic hovers around him. 

Nyan says, “Good morning, Ovi. Where can I find my father?”

I recognize his name. He serves as the Maharaja’s bodyguard.

“In council with the Cabal, Raja,” the guard answers.

He does not acknowledge my presence. It’s as if I do not exist.

I breathe easier once we leave him behind and stride up a marble passageway. “Raja, may I ask about your sister’s garden?”

Nyan brushes an invisible speck of dust off his sleeve. “Yes.”

Sunlight slants through the arches to touch the white floor tiles. It feels cool under my toes compared to the heat of the courtyard. “The Cabal forbids magic intended to harm the innocent. I do not understand. If her flowers cause you to fall into a nightmare...” 

“You’re wondering if my sister’s enchantments are prohibited.” Nyan leads me up a staircase into a quieter part of the palace. Few servants pass us now. “Anik, the usual rules do not extend to our family. My father has never dissuaded Ishana from her interests. He does not forbid us from using dark magic, provided we control it. In fact, he encourages us to explore our inner darkness. It’s his belief that if you deny yourself what draws you most, it becomes an uncontrollable urge. He believes in all magic in moderation.”

It seems dangerous to me, given what I know about power, and the resentment in his tone implies he feels the same way. But it’s not for me to criticize a Kshatriya. “Maharaja knows best,” I say.

Nyan turns into my path. The violence of his retort catches me off guard. “No, he does not. A little darkness will never satisfy my sister. He should not allow her to capture a tiger by the tail.”

I drop my head in submission until he turns away. Impatience in his stride, he passes a balcony and opens a door beyond it. I hasten forward, and glimpse the convoy gathered under the banyan trees, the painted caravan wagons too numerous to count. More of them come up the road, behind a line of elephants. 

I step into a magnificent office decorated in crimson and gold. A breeze ripples the curtains and a massive wooden desk sits in the center of a blue mosaic floor full of golden stars. A painting of a beautiful woman that resembles Ishana dominates the far wall. She has a different nose and a fierceness in her golden gaze. I assume it is their mother. Nyan releases the cat to perch on the edge of his desk, her tail wound around her legs. She makes me uneasy. Cats are bad luck, and I suspect this one knows more than she should.

“Sarika means you no harm,” Nyan says, aware of my agitation. 

It does not reassure me. 

Nyan gathers up a stack of books and brings them to the desk. I watch him arrange them in a random order. His eyes lift to mine. Their unusual hue suggests vast power. “Pass this test, Anik, and you will become our Librarian. Which is the most valuable?”

I love books more than life. All of the ones before me are rare enough to send me into raptures of delight. My master never let me tend these, so I do not know them by sight. Awed by their presence, I lean in to admire but not touch them, aware he has not given me permission. My fingers itch to stroke the intricate covers and peer inside them, but I keep them hidden so he cannot see them twitch. I need no clue to tell them apart. The Library has given me insight for many years. Beneath my examination, their magic creates a visible aura around each one. They whisper to me. One speaks in a forgotten language, words I understand in my heart but not in my head. I point to it, a plain volume wrapped in doeskin. “This one, Raja.”

His stoic expression gives nothing away. “Are you certain?”

Books cannot lie to me. I nod. “Yes, Raja.”

Nyan opens the spine to reveal the hand-painted illustrations. Gold leaf covers the first letter in every new section, and mythical creatures move within its pages. He smiles. “It came from the court of a Maharaja in the tenth century, and is one of the most powerful volumes in our collection. Well done.”

He shuts the cover and offers it to me, but I dare not accept it until he gives a nod of consent. The book speaks to me once it sits in my palms. It quickens the speed of my breath. Awed by its thick binding, I open it to the likeness of a god. Ancient magic crackles under my fingertips. As a Librarian, I may now touch and shelve it. Still, I dare not hold it too long and soon return it to the desk.

“How well do you know the contents of my father’s Library?”

I clasp my hands to conceal their tremor. “Intimately, Raja. If you entrust them to my care, I shall not disappoint you.”

“There is a dangerous manuscript in this room. Which is it?”

Nyan stands aside to let me examine the shelves beyond him. I recoil from a small volume. I point to it. Nyan nods and returns the rest to a shelf. “Correct. It’s good to know the risks. Ignorance can get you killed in the Library. You passed my tests, so only one question remains. Do you wish to become our Librarian?”

This catches me off guard. No one ever asks a Sudra what he wants; they tell him what to do. The Librarian chose this living for me. I never imagined another position and cannot visualize my life without the Library. “Yes, Raja. I want it more than anything.”

He leans toward me. “Even after what befell your master?”

Salt lands in my open wound. A fresh wave of anger grips my slender frame. I bite the inside of my cheek and say what he wants to hear. “Yes, Raja. It is the law. We must abide by it.” 

I do not understand his expression. It resembles disappointment. It flickers across his handsome face and vanishes in an instant. He says, “Before you sign the contract, I must warn you of the danger. If you accept this position, you cannot abandon it without great pain. A Librarian guards the Library with his life whenever we travel. If you abandon your post, you will pay a dreadful price.” 

The flesh crawls on my arms. I’ve heard stories about a haunted jungle and the churels who lure travelers to their deaths. But it will not stop me. “The Library is my home. I would never desert it.” 

“All right. My father will write the contract.” Nyan leads me up a hall toward a door guarded by two men. The cat winds between my legs in an attempt to trip me. I suspect she hates me.

We enter a courtyard full of enchanters and servants. They watch us cross it and pass through an arch into the inner court. Ovi bows to my companion inside the door and moves aside. The massive chamber faces east and sheer curtains blow in the arches. Several Sudra servants tidy a feast off the table. Jakír lounges on a mound of pillows across from the Dayan. A third man joins them, but the slight transparency of his body suggests he’s present only in spirit. It must be Karam, the third member of the Cabal. Other than Ovi, none of them acknowledge our arrival. We lurk on the sidelines.

“The answer is no, Karam.” The Dayan drops her talisman into the sensuous folds of her white sari and flashes him an impatient frown. “I do not care how many of your Sudras possess magic. We cannot show mercy to the lower castes and let them keep it. Power is dangerous in their hands. I see no reason to change our laws.”

Karam wants to give us magic? I count the floor tiles to conceal my excitement. I didn’t know the current rules were up for debate. Nyan does not notice my reaction, but his cat does. She ponders me from the comfort of his arms.

His handsome face reveals his disappointment. Karam fingers his gilded belt. “You are wrong to assume nothing ever changes, Dayan. It’s not the same world as when we first formed these laws. Segregation based on caste creates resentment in the lower class. More of them show a unique talent for magic these days. It’s time we change our tactics.”

Is my life about to change? Could I practice magic without fear? I lock my knees to stay upright, aware of the subtle but excited glances shared between the Sudras at the table. Dayan notices their reaction and her wave of dismissal sends them from the room. 

Jakír says, “India’s caste system serves her current needs. I see no reason to alter it. The gods created the lower castes to serve us. It’s better for magic to stay in our hands, Karam.”

He would say that. Jakír has never known persecution or fear.

Privileged people never want change. It scares them. 

I feel scorn for him. Nyan shifts his weight between his fancy embroidered shoes, but I keep my chin tucked to conceal my flush of anger. If he notices the red in my cheeks, he can blame it on the sweltering heat. A bead of sweat glides down my spine to join the wetness at my waist. 

“If you will not pardon the Sudras and Untouchables, you must Undo many of them before the festival,” Karam says. “A hundred of them languish in my jail. One day, their numbers will increase beyond our control. I pray whomever we elect to the Cabal next will have the wisdom you lack.” His image disappears from view. 

I had thought the Cabal in agreement about our oppression. 

Nyan strides across the floor to his father’s side. “Anik passed my test and wishes to sign the contract as a Librarian,” he says.

Despite his cordial tone, I notice a distinct chill between them, reflected in his rigid posture and his father’s stern appraisal. 

After a brief study of my humble stance, Jakír nods his approval. “I trust my Library to only a few, Sudra. Do not disappoint me.”

Sudra. Not Anik. Not the Librarian. I do not matter to him and he will never say my name. He may not even know it.

I obscure my resentment behind a submissive bow. “I shall not fail you, Maharaja. It is an honor to serve as your Librarian.”

Pleased by my modest attitude, Jakír claps his hands. Ovi brings him a piece of parchment and removes the dagger from his belt. My mind races about its intended purpose. Why is it necessary? The Librarian never told me how he made his pledge to the family. 

Nyan speaks. “You cut yourself and sign your name in blood.”

Jakír passes his fingers over the document, and writing appears. He thrusts it into his son’s hands. “Read it to the boy,” he says.

A rush of righteous anger stiffens my spine. Jakír thinks I cannot read! Though offended, I dare not correct him. Contempt for his father written all over his languid posture, his son gives it to me. I scan the text, surprised by none of it. It holds me accountable for the books and binds me to service until we reach our destination. I accept the dagger but pause. Pain is not my favorite sensation.

“Do you wish me to cut you, Sudra?” Ovi asks scornfully.

He reminds me of the Kshatriya who beat me in the orphanage. If my friend Rajan had not intervened, he would have killed me. I slice across my palm and dribble blood on the contract. It curves into my signature, and a sudden heat in my arm causes me to raise my sleeve. A loop of golden symbols appear around my wrist.

“If you run away,” Jakír says, “you will wish you hadn’t.”

He takes the contract and tucks it into his robes before he walks away, but the Dayan lingers in my presence. She rises in a rustle of silk to circle me, but I dare not meet her gaze lest she see my hate. Her nearness makes me tremble and relive her violence against my master. I remain submissive until she exits the room. Nyan offers me a strip of linen. I wrap it around my injured palm and alter my countenance into the stoicism expected from a Sudra. 

Why must I pretend nothing is amiss when everything is wrong?

Nyan leaves me in the lower corridor, but Ovi escorts me out of the palace. He does not speak to me. I keep ahead of him, grateful to escape when he abandons me at the side door. Rather than head straight to the Library, I walk in the convoy’s general direction. Blood seeps through my bandage, and I clench my fist to stop it. 

A warm, moist nose nudges me in the lower back. I assume it’s a donkey who wandered away from its Sudra and turn to grab the halter—but a massive white tiger greets me instead. Gripped by terror, I step backward and trip over my heels. A burst of familiar laughter turns my head. Rajan leaves the long shadows of a banyan tree and strides toward me, unchanged from the boy I knew in the orphanage. His tiger rubs against him and lies on the Library steps, the illusion seeming less real in the direct sunlight.

Rajan grabs my hand and hauls me to my feet. “Anik!”

Rather than embrace him, I give him a shove. “You bastard!”

“It takes one to know one,” he quips, full of mischief.

Overcome by fondness, I clasp his arms in friendship. “I heard you went north. Your employer swore never to visit this realm.”

My friend has a handsomer face than mine and stands taller. The crimson robes of the warrior caste suits his fair complexion. “It’s true, but his death freed me from him. I expected to find you still an apprentice, but I hear you are the Librarian. It is a fine career for a boy who had his nose stuck in a book when I met him, even though our dreadful teacher forbade you to touch them.” 

Standing in his presence makes it seem like no time has passed. It’s so rare for his caste to speak to mine that we draw curious stares. I lead him to the Library steps and sink down beside his tiger. I ask, “Did you also learn what befell my former master?”

Sympathy darkens his remarkable hazel eyes and illuminates the flecks of brown in their centers. Long fingers rest on the fabric of his trousers. “Yes. It’s all the Sudras can talk about. I am sorry.”

A somber mood falls between us as we remember an Undoing in the orphanage. The master carried a Sudra away in tears afterward. I never saw her again, but heard she lost all her light and laughter. A beat passes before Rajan grips the emerald amulet on his chest and asks in a soft voice, “Anik, are you sure it’s safe for you here?”

I want to serve in the Library. 

“The reward is worth the risk,” I tell him.

Rajan withdraws a talisman from his pocket, accompanied by a flash of amusement. “You are still ambitious above your station. I expected as much, so I came prepared. This will protect you and hide your gift. The Dayan will notice nothing unusual about it.”

It’s a simple white elephant, a symbol of good fortune. It’s such a common image, no one will find it suspicious. I thank him and hang it around my neck. Comforted by its weight, I tuck it inside my shirt. The sorrowful mood between us lifts.

My friend clasps my arm. “Let us turn our minds to happier things. We must not waste our time together. Tell me about your life. It seems a century since we parted. Is the Library wonderful?” 

The urge comes over me to show it to him and for him to share its marvels, but it’s not allowed until Jakír opens it to the public at the festival, so I tell him about it instead. I speak of the Librarian and his books. Twilight descends and fireflies flit between us, their tiny forms mere specks in the gloom. Rajan admits the Night of Wonders drew him to the convoy. “I intend to compete,” he says.

Sprawled across the step, I toss a piece of fruit to a monkey. It grabs it and leaps through the trees away from its family to eat. A shiver of anticipation passes over me. “At which level?”

His gaze meets mine, full of purpose. “The highest one.”

The earth seems to tremble beneath my feet. I draw them out of the grass. Sweat coats my palm and I wipe it on my trousers. My heart feels full tonight. In a quiet voice, I say, “May you succeed, Rajan. I pray that you do.”

He creates a flame between his thumb and forefinger. It casts a blue hue across his cheekbones. “Nyan may compete against me. I hear he has remarkable powers, but no one has ever seen them.”

I lean back on my elbows. “That is so. He’s very private.”

Rajan closes his fingers and snuffs out the fire. I tell him about Karam’s desire to alter the law. His reaction mirrors mine, doubt followed by feeble hope. “It’s true, there are more gifted Sudras now. The world has changed. It’s time to let everyone use magic.”

We bask in the potential for a moment before my fervor wanes. “Even if you won and took his side, it’s still a tied vote.”

He lounges beside me like a tiger, at ease anywhere. I envied his confidence as a child. “Every problem has a solution. If I find a way for them to benefit off gifted Sudras, they will agree to it.”

The crickets serenade us in the darkness and remind me of the late hour. Rajan rises and dusts off his immaculate garments. “It gives me much to consider,” he says. “Goodnight, my friend.” 

He melts into the shadows and leaves me alone on the steps. For the first time, I feel hopeful about my future, but it all depends on whether Rajan can win the Night of Wonders.
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