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PROLOGUE


In the court of the imperial mahal, the pyre was being built.


The fragrance of the gardens drifted in through the high windows—sweet roses, and even sweeter imperial needle-flower, pale and fragile, growing in such thick profusion that it poured in through the lattice, its white petals unfurled against the sandstone walls. The priests flung petals on the pyre, murmuring prayers as the servants carried in wood and arranged it carefully, applying camphor and ghee, scattering drops of perfumed oil.


On his throne, Emperor Chandra murmured along with his priests. In his hands, he held a string of prayer stones, each an acorn seeded with the name of a mother of flame: Divyanshi, Ahamara, Nanvishi, Suhana, Meenakshi. As he recited, his courtiers—the kings of Parijatdvipa’s city-states, their princely sons, their bravest warriors—recited along with him. Only the king of Alor and his brood of nameless sons were notably, pointedly, silent.


Emperor Chandra’s sister was brought into the court.


Her ladies-in-waiting stood on either side of her. To her left, a nameless princess of Alor, commonly referred to only as Alori; to her right, a high-blooded lady, Narina, daughter of a notable mathematician from Srugna and a highborn Parijati mother. The ladies-in-waiting wore red, bloody and bridal. In their hair, they wore crowns of kindling, bound with thread to mimic stars. As they entered the room, the watching men bowed, pressing their faces to the floor, their palms flat on the marble. The women had been dressed with reverence, marked with blessed water, prayed over for a day and a night until dawn had touched the sky. They were as holy as women could be.


Chandra did not bow his head. He watched his sister.


She wore no crown. Her hair was loose—tangled, trailing across her shoulders. He had sent maids to prepare her, but she had denied them all, gnashing her teeth and weeping. He had sent her a sari of crimson, embroidered in the finest Dwarali gold, scented with needle-flower and perfume. She had refused it, choosing instead to wear palest mourning white. He had ordered the cooks to lace her food with opium, but she had refused to eat. She had not been blessed. She stood in the court, her head unadorned and her hair wild, like a living curse.


His sister was a fool and a petulant child. They would not be here, he reminded himself, if she had not proven herself thoroughly unwomanly. If she had not tried to ruin it all.


The head priest kissed the nameless princess upon the forehead. He did the same to Lady Narina. When he reached for Chandra’s sister, she flinched, turning her cheek.


The priest stepped back. His gaze—and his voice—was tranquil.


“You may rise,” he said. “Rise, and become mothers of flame.”


His sister took her ladies’ hands. She clasped them tight. They stood, the three of them, for a long moment, simply holding one another. Then his sister released them.


The ladies walked to the pyre and rose to its zenith. They kneeled.


His sister remained where she was. She stood with her head raised. A breeze blew needle-flower into her hair—white upon deepest black.


“Princess Malini,” said the head priest. “You may rise.”


She shook her head wordlessly.


Rise, Chandra thought. I have been more merciful than you deserve, and we both know it.


Rise, sister.


“It is your choice,” the priest said. “We will not compel you. Will you forsake immortality, or will you rise?”


The offer was a straightforward one. But she did not move. She shook her head once more. She was weeping, silently, her face otherwise devoid of feeling.


The priest nodded.


“Then we begin,” he said.


Chandra stood. The prayer stones clinked as he released them.


Of course it had come to this.


He stepped down from his throne. He crossed the court, before a sea of bowing men. He took his sister by the shoulders, ever so gentle.


“Do not be afraid,” he told her. “You are proving your purity. You are saving your name. Your honor. Now. Rise.”


One of the priests had lit a torch. The scent of burning and camphor filled the court. The priests began to sing, a low song that filled the air, swelled within it. They would not wait for his sister.


But there was still time. The pyre had not yet been lit.


As his sister shook her head once more, he grasped her by the skull, raising her face up.


He did not hold her tight. He did not harm her. He was not a monster.


“Remember,” he said, voice low, nearly drowned out by the sonorous song, “that you have brought this upon yourself. Remember that you have betrayed your family and denied your name. If you do not rise... sister, remember that you have chosen to ruin yourself, and I have done all in my power to help you. Remember that.”


The priest touched his torch to the pyre. The wood, slowly, began to burn.


Firelight reflected in her eyes. She looked at him with a face like a mirror: blank of feeling, reflecting nothing back at him but their shared dark eyes and serious brows. Their shared blood and shared bone.


“My brother,” she said. “I will not forget.”
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PRIYA


Someone important must have been killed in the night.


Priya was sure of it the minute she heard the thud of hooves on the road behind her. She stepped to the roadside as a group of guards clad in Parijati white and gold raced past her on their horses, their sabers clinking against their embossed belts. She drew her pallu over her face—partly because they would expect such a gesture of respect from a common woman, and partly to avoid the risk that one of them would recognize her—and watched them through the gap between her fingers and the cloth.


When they were out of sight, she didn’t run. But she did start walking very, very fast. The sky was already transforming from milky gray to the pearly blue of dawn, and she still had a long way to go.


The Old Bazaar was on the outskirts of the city. It was far enough from the regent’s mahal that Priya had a vague hope it wouldn’t have been shut yet. And today, she was lucky. As she arrived, breathless, sweat dampening the back of her blouse, she could see that the streets were still seething with people: parents tugging along small children; traders carrying large sacks of flour or rice on their heads; gaunt beggars, skirting the edges of the market with their alms bowls in hand; and women like Priya, plain ordinary women in even plainer saris, stubbornly shoving their way through the crowd in search of stalls with fresh vegetables and reasonable prices.


If anything, there seemed to be even more people at the bazaar than usual—and there was a distinct sour note of panic in the air. News of the patrols had clearly passed from household to household with its usual speed.


People were afraid.


Three months ago, an important Parijati merchant had been murdered in his bed, his throat slit, his body dumped in front of the temple of the mothers of flame just before the dawn prayers. For an entire two weeks after that, the regent’s men had patrolled the streets on foot and on horseback, beating or arresting Ahiranyi suspected of rebellious activity and destroying any market stalls that had tried to remain open in defiance of the regent’s strict orders.


The Parijatdvipan merchants had refused to supply Hiranaprastha with rice and grain in the weeks that followed. Ahiranyi had starved.


Now it looked as though it was happening again. It was natural for people to remember and fear; remember, and scramble to buy what supplies they could before the markets were forcibly closed once more.


Priya wondered who had been murdered this time, listening for any names as she dove into the mass of people, toward the green banner on staves in the distance that marked the apothecary’s stall. She passed tables groaning under stacks of vegetables and sweet fruit, bolts of silky cloth and gracefully carved idols of the yaksa for family shrines, vats of golden oil and ghee. Even in the faint early-morning light, the market was vibrant with color and noise.


The press of people grew more painful.


She was nearly to the stall, caught in a sea of heaving, sweating bodies, when a man behind her cursed and pushed her out of the way. He shoved her hard with his full body weight, his palm heavy on her arm, unbalancing her entirely. Three people around her were knocked back. In the sudden release of pressure, she tumbled down onto the ground, feet skidding in the wet soil.


The bazaar was open to the air, and the dirt had been churned into a froth by feet and carts and the night’s monsoon rainfall. She felt the wetness seep in through her sari, from hem to thigh, soaking through draped cotton to the petticoat underneath. The man who had shoved her stumbled into her; if she hadn’t snatched her calf swiftly back, the pressure of his boot on her leg would have been agonizing. He glanced down at her—blank, dismissive, a faint sneer to his mouth—and looked away again.


Her mind went quiet.


In the silence, a single voice whispered, You could make him regret that.


There were gaps in Priya’s childhood memories, spaces big enough to stick a fist through. But whenever pain was inflicted on her—the humiliation of a blow, a man’s careless shove, a fellow servant’s cruel laughter—she felt the knowledge of how to cause equal suffering unfurl in her mind. Ghostly whispers, in her brother’s patient voice.


This is how you pinch a nerve hard enough to break a handhold. This is how you snap a bone. This is how you gouge an eye. Watch carefully, Priya. Just like this.


This is how you stab someone through the heart.


She carried a knife at her waist. It was a very good knife, practical, with a plain sheath and hilt, and she kept its edge finely honed for kitchen work. With nothing but her little knife and a careful slide of her finger and thumb, she could leave the insides of anything—vegetables, unskinned meat, fruits newly harvested from the regent’s orchard—swiftly bared, the outer rind a smooth, coiled husk in her palm.


She looked back up at the man and carefully let the thought of her knife drift away. She unclenched her trembling fingers.


You’re lucky, she thought, that I am not what I was raised to be.


The crowd behind her and in front of her was growing thicker. Priya couldn’t even see the green banner of the apothecary’s stall any longer. She rocked back on the balls of her feet, then rose swiftly. Without looking at the man again, she angled herself and slipped between two strangers in front of her, putting her small stature to good use and shoving her way to the front of the throng. A judicious application of her elbows and knees and some wriggling finally brought her near enough to the stall to see the apothecary’s face, puckered with sweat and irritation.


The stall was a mess, vials turned on their sides, clay pots upended. The apothecary was packing away his wares as fast as he could. Behind her, around her, she could hear the rumbling noise of the crowd grow more tense.


“Please,” she said loudly. “Uncle, please. If you’ve got any beads of sacred wood to spare, I’ll buy them from you.”


A stranger to her left snorted audibly. “You think he’s got any left? Brother, if you do, I’ll pay double whatever she offers.”


“My grandmother’s sick,” a girl shouted, three people deep behind them. “So if you could help me out, uncle—”


Priya felt the wood of the stall begin to peel beneath the hard pressure of her nails.


“Please,” she said, her voice pitched low to cut across the din.


But the apothecary’s attention was raised toward the back of the crowd. Priya didn’t have to turn her own head to know he’d caught sight of the white-and-gold uniforms of the regent’s men, finally here to close the bazaar.


“I’m closed up,” he shouted out. “There’s nothing more for any of you. Get lost!” He slammed his hand down, then shoved the last of his wares away with a shake of his head.


The crowd began to disperse slowly. A few people stayed, still pleading for the apothecary’s aid, but Priya didn’t join them. She knew she would get nothing here.


She turned and threaded her way back out of the crowd, stopping only to buy a small bag of kachoris from a tired-eyed vendor. Her sodden petticoat stuck heavily to her legs. She plucked the cloth, pulling it from her thighs, and strode in the opposite direction of the soldiers.


On the farthest edge of the market, where the last of the stalls and well-trod ground met the main road leading to open farmland and scattered villages beyond, was a dumping ground. The locals had built a brick wall around it, but that did nothing to contain the stench of it. Food sellers threw their stale oil and decayed produce here, and sometimes discarded any cooked food that couldn’t be sold.


When Priya had been much younger she’d known this place well. She’d known exactly the nausea and euphoria that finding something near rotten but edible could send spiraling through a starving body. Even now, her stomach lurched strangely at the sight of the heap, the familiar, thick stench of it rising around her.


Today, there were six figures huddled against its walls in the meager shade. Five young boys and a girl of about fifteen—older than the rest.


Knowledge was shared between the children who lived alone in the city, the ones who drifted from market to market, sleeping on the verandas of kinder households. They whispered to each other the best spots for begging for alms or collecting scraps. They passed word of which stallholders would give them food out of pity, and which would beat them with a stick sooner than offer even an ounce of charity.


They told each other about Priya, too.


If you go to the Old Bazaar on the first morning after rest day, a maid will come and give you sacred wood, if you need it. She won’t ask you for coin or favors. She’ll just help. No, she really will. She won’t ask for anything at all.


The girl looked up at Priya. Her left eyelid was speckled with faint motes of green, like algae on still water. She wore a thread around her throat, a single bead of wood strung upon it.


“Soldiers are out,” the girl said by way of greeting. A few of the boys shifted restlessly, looking over her shoulder at the tumult of the market. Some wore shawls to hide the rot on their necks and arms—the veins of green, the budding of new roots under skin.


“They are. All over the city,” Priya agreed.


“Did a merchant get his head chopped off again?”


Priya shook her head. “I know as much as you do.”


The girl looked from Priya’s face down to Priya’s muddied sari, her hands empty apart from the sack of kachoris. There was a question in her gaze.


“I couldn’t get any beads today,” Priya confirmed. She watched the girl’s expression crumple, though she valiantly tried to control it. Sympathy would do her no good, so Priya offered the pastries out instead. “You should go now. You don’t want to get caught by the guards.”


The children snatched the kachoris up, a few muttering their thanks, and scattered. The girl rubbed the bead at her throat with her knuckles as she went. Priya knew it would be cold under her hand—empty of magic.


If the girl didn’t get hold of more sacred wood soon, then the next time Priya saw her, the left side of her face would likely be as green-dusted as her eyelid.


You can’t save them all, she reminded herself. You’re no one. This is all you can do. This, and no more.


Priya turned back to leave—and saw that one boy had hung back, waiting patiently for her to notice him. He was the kind of small that suggested malnourishment; his bones too sharp, his head too large for a body that hadn’t yet grown to match it. He had his shawl over his hair, but she could still see his dark curls, and the deep green leaves growing between them. He’d wrapped his hands up in cloth.


“Do you really have nothing, ma’am?” he asked hesitantly.


“Really,” Priya said. “If I had any sacred wood, I’d have given it to you.”


“I thought maybe you lied,” he said. “I thought, maybe you haven’t got enough for more than one person, and you didn’t want to make anyone feel bad. But there’s only me now. So you can help me.”


“I really am sorry,” Priya said. She could hear yelling and footsteps echoing from the market, the crash of wood as stalls were closed up.


The boy looked like he was mustering up his courage. And sure enough, after a moment, he squared his shoulders and said, “If you can’t get me any sacred wood, then can you get me a job?”


She blinked at him, surprised.


“I—I’m just a maidservant,” she said. “I’m sorry, little brother, but—”


“You must work in a nice house, if you can help strays like us,” he said quickly. “A big house with money to spare. Maybe your masters need a boy who works hard and doesn’t make much trouble? That could be me.”


“Most households won’t take a boy who has the rot, no matter how hardworking he is,” she pointed out gently, trying to lessen the blow of her words.


“I know,” he said. His jaw was set, stubborn. “But I’m still asking.”


Smart boy. She couldn’t blame him for taking the chance. She was clearly soft enough to spend her own coin on sacred wood to help the rot-riven. Why wouldn’t he push her for more?


“I’ll do anything anyone needs me to do,” he insisted. “Ma’am, I can clean latrines. I can cut wood. I can work land. My family is—they were—farmers. I’m not afraid of hard work.”


“You haven’t got anyone?” she asked. “None of the others look out for you?” She gestured in the vague direction the other children had vanished.


“I’m alone,” he said simply. Then: “Please.”


A few people drifted past them, carefully skirting the boy. His wrapped hands, the shawl over his head—both revealed his rot-riven status just as well as anything they hid would have.


“Call me Priya,” she said. “Not ma’am.”


“Priya,” he repeated obediently.


“You say you can work,” she said. She looked at his hands. “How bad are they?”


“Not that bad.”


“Show me,” she said. “Give me your wrist.”


“You don’t mind touching me?” he asked. There was a slight waver of hesitation in his voice.


“Rot can’t pass between people,” she said. “Unless I pluck one of those leaves from your hair and eat it, I think I’ll be fine.”


That brought a smile to his face. There for a blink, like a flash of sun through parting clouds, then gone. He deftly unwrapped one of his hands. She took hold of his wrist and raised it up to the light.


There was a little bud, growing up under the skin.


It was pressing against the flesh of his fingertip, his finger a too-small shell for the thing trying to unfurl. She looked at the tracery of green visible through the thin skin at the back of his hand, the fine lace of it. The bud had deep roots.


She swallowed. Ah. Deep roots, deep rot. If he already had leaves in his hair, green spidering through his blood, she couldn’t imagine that he had long left.


“Come with me,” she said, and tugged him by the wrist, making him follow her. She walked along the road, eventually joining the flow of the crowd leaving the market behind.


“Where are we going?” he asked. He didn’t try to pull away from her.


“I’m going to get you some sacred wood,” she said determinedly, putting all thoughts of murders and soldiers and the work she needed to do out of her mind. She released him and strode ahead. He ran to keep up with her, dragging his dirty shawl tight around his thin frame. “And after that, we’ll see what to do with you.”


The grandest of the city’s pleasure houses lined the edges of the river. It was early enough in the day that they were utterly quiet, their pink lanterns unlit. But they would be busy later. The brothels were always left well alone by the regent’s men. Even in the height of the last boiling summer, before the monsoon had cracked the heat in two, when the rebel sympathizers had been singing anti-imperialist songs and a noble lord’s chariot had been cornered and burned on the street directly outside his own haveli—the brothels had kept their lamps lit.


Too many of the pleasure houses belonged to highborn nobles for the regent to close them. Too many were patronized by visiting merchants and nobility from Parijatdvipa’s other city-states—a source of income no one seemed to want to do without.


To the rest of Parijatdvipa, Ahiranya was a den of vice, good for pleasure and little else. It carried its bitter history, its status as the losing side of an ancient war, like a yoke. They called it a backward place, rife with political violence, and, in more recent years, with the rot: the strange disease that twisted plants and crops and infected the men and women who worked the fields and forests with flowers that sprouted through the skin and leaves that pushed through their eyes. As the rot grew, other sources of income in Ahiranya had dwindled. And unrest had surged and swelled until Priya feared it too would crack, with all the fury of a storm.


As Priya and the boy walked on, the pleasure houses grew less grand. Soon, there were no pleasure houses at all. Around her were cramped homes, small shops. Ahead of her lay the edge of the forest. Even in the morning light, it was shadowed, the trees a silent barrier of green.


Priya had never met anyone born and raised outside Ahiranya who was not disturbed by the quiet of the forest. She’d known maids raised in Alor or even neighboring Srugna who avoided the place entirely. “There should be noise,” they’d mutter. “Birdsong. Or insects. It isn’t natural.”


But the heavy quiet was comforting to Priya. She was Ahiranyi to the bone. She liked the silence of it, broken only by the scuff of her own feet against the ground.


“Wait for me here,” she told the boy. “I won’t be long.”


He nodded without saying a word. He was staring out at the forest when she left him, a faint breeze rustling the leaves of his hair.


Priya slipped down a narrow street where the ground was uneven with hidden tree roots, the dirt rising and falling in mounds beneath her feet. Ahead of her was a single dwelling. Beneath its pillared veranda crouched an older man.


He raised his head as she approached. At first he seemed to look right through her, as though he’d been expecting someone else entirely. Then his gaze focused. His eyes narrowed in recognition.


“You,” he said.


“Gautam.” She tilted her head in a gesture of respect. “How are you?”


“Busy,” he said shortly. “Why are you here?”


“I need sacred wood. Just one bead.”


“Should have gone to the bazaar, then,” he said evenly. “I’ve supplied plenty of apothecaries. They can deal with you.”


“I tried the Old Bazaar. No one has anything.”


“If they don’t, why do you think I will?”


Oh, come on now, she thought, irritated. But she said nothing. She waited until his nostrils flared as he huffed and rose up from the veranda, turning to the beaded curtain of the doorway. Tucked in the back of his tunic was a heavy hand sickle.


“Fine. Come in, then. The sooner we do this, the sooner you leave.”


She drew the purse from her blouse before climbing up the steps and entering after him.


He led her to his workroom and bid her to stand by the table at its center. Cloth sacks lined the corners of the room. Small stoppered bottles—innumerable salves and tinctures and herbs harvested from the forest itself—sat in tidy rows on shelves. The air smelled of earth and damp.


He took her entire purse from her, opened the drawstring, and adjusted its weight in his palm. Then he clucked, tongue against teeth, and dropped it onto the table.


“This isn’t enough.”


“You—of course it’s enough,” Priya said. “That’s all the money I have.”


“That doesn’t magically make it enough.”


“That’s what it cost me at the bazaar last time—”


“But you couldn’t get anything at the bazaar,” said Gautam. “And had you been able to, he would have charged you more. Supply is low, demand is high.” He frowned at her sourly. “You think it’s easy harvesting sacred wood?”


“Not at all,” Priya said. Be pleasant, she reminded herself. You need his help.


“Last month I sent in four woodcutters. They came out after two days, thinking they’d been in there two hours. Between—that,” he said, gesturing in the direction of the forest, “and the regent flinging his thugs all over the fucking city for who knows what reason, you think it’s easy work?”


“No,” Priya said. “I’m sorry.”


But he wasn’t done quite yet.


“I’m still waiting for the men I sent this week to come back,” he went on. His fingers were tapping on the table’s surface—a fast, irritated rhythm. “Who knows when that will be? I have plenty of reason to get the best price for the supplies I have. So I’ll have a proper payment from you, girl, or you’ll get nothing.”


Before he could continue, she lifted her hand. She had a few bracelets on her wrists. Two were good-quality metal. She slipped them off, placing them on the table before him, alongside the purse.


“The money and these,” she said. “That’s all I have.”


She thought he’d refuse her, just out of spite. But instead, he scooped up the bangles and the coin and pocketed them.


“That’ll do. Now watch,” he said. “I’ll show you a trick.”


He threw a cloth package down on the table. It was tied with a rope. He drew it open with one swift tug, letting the cloth fall to the sides.


Priya flinched back.


Inside lay the severed branch of a young tree. The bark had split, pale wood opening up into a red-brown wound. The sap that oozed from its surface was the color and consistency of blood.


“This came from the path leading to the grove my men usually harvest,” he said. “They wanted to show me why they couldn’t fulfill the regular quota. Rot as far as the eye could see, they told me.” His own eyes were hooded. “You can look closer if you want.”


“No, thank you,” Priya said tightly.


“Sure?”


“You should burn it,” she said. She was doing her best not to breathe the scent of it in too deeply. It had a stench like meat.


He snorted. “It has its uses.” He walked away from her, rooting through his shelves. After a moment, he returned with another cloth-wrapped item, this one only as large as a fingertip. He unwrapped it, careful to keep from touching what it held. Priya could feel the heat rising from the wood within: a strange, pulsing warmth that rolled off its surface with the steadiness of a sunbeam.


Sacred wood.


She watched as Gautam held the shard close to the rot-struck branch, as the lesion on the branch paled, the redness fading. The stench of it eased a little, and Priya breathed gratefully.


“There,” he said. “Now you know it is fresh. You’ll get plenty of use from it.”


“Thank you. That was a useful demonstration.” She tried not to let her impatience show. What did he want—awe? Tears of gratitude? She had no time for any of it. “You should still burn the branch. If you touch it by mistake ...”


“I know how to handle the rot. I send men into the forest every day,” he said dismissively. “And what do you do? Sweep floors? I don’t need your advice.”


He thrust the shard of sacred wood out to her. “Take this. And leave.”


She bit her tongue and held out her hand, the long end of her sari drawn over her palm. She rewrapped the sliver of wood up carefully, once, twice, tightening the fabric, tying it off with a neat knot. Gautam watched her.


“Whoever you’re buying this for, the rot is still going to kill them,” he said, when she was done. “This branch will die even if I wrap it in a whole shell of sacred wood. It will just die slower. My professional opinion for you, at no extra cost.” He threw the cloth back over the infected branch with one careless flick of his fingers. “So don’t come back here and waste your money again. I’ll show you out.”


He shepherded her to the door. She pushed through the beaded curtain, greedily inhaling the clean air, untainted by the smell of decay.


At the edge of the veranda there was a shrine alcove carved into the wall. Inside it were three idols sculpted from plain wood, with lustrous black eyes and hair of vines. Before them were three tiny clay lamps lit with cloth wicks set in pools of oil. Sacred numbers.


She remembered how perfectly she’d once been able to fit her whole body into that alcove. She’d slept in it one night, curled up tight. She’d been as small as the orphan boy, once.


“Do you still let beggars shelter on your veranda when it rains?” Priya asked, turning to look at Gautam where he stood, barring the entryway.


“Beggars are bad for business,” he said. “And the ones I see these days don’t have brothers I owe favors to. Are you leaving or not?”


Just the threat of pain can break someone. She briefly met Gautam’s eyes. Something impatient and malicious lurked there. A knife, used right, never has to draw blood.


But ah, Priya didn’t have it in her to even threaten this old bully. She stepped back.


What a big void there was, between the knowledge within her and the person she appeared to be, bowing her head in respect to a petty man who still saw her as a street beggar who’d risen too far, and hated her for it.


“Thank you, Gautam,” she said. “I’ll try not to trouble you again.”


She’d have to carve the wood herself. She couldn’t give the shard as it was to the boy. A whole shard of sacred wood held against skin—it would burn. But better that it burn her. She had no gloves, so she would have to work carefully, with her little knife and a piece of cloth to hold the worst of the pain at bay. Even now, she could feel the heat of the shard against her skin, soaking through the fabric that bound it.


The boy was waiting where she’d left him. He looked even smaller in the shadow of the forest, even more alone. He turned to watch her as she approached, his eyes wary, and a touch uncertain, as if he hadn’t been sure of her return.


Her heart twisted a little. Meeting Gautam had brought her closer to the bones of her past than she’d been in a long, long time. She felt the tug of her frayed memories like a physical ache.


Her brother. Pain. The smell of smoke.


Don’t look, Pri. Don’t look. Just show me the way.


Show me—


No. There was no point remembering that.


It was only sensible, she told herself, to help him. She didn’t want the image of him, standing before her, to haunt her. She didn’t want to remember a starving child, abandoned and alone, roots growing through his hands, and think, I left him to die. He asked me for help, and I left him.


“You’re in luck,” she said lightly. “I work in the regent’s mahal. And his wife has a very gentle heart when it comes to orphans. I should know. She took me in. She’ll let you work for her if I ask nicely. I’m sure of it.”


His eyes went wide, so much hope in his face that it was almost painful to look at him. So Priya made a point of looking away. The sky was bright, the air overly warm. She needed to get back.


“What’s your name?” she asked.


“Rukh,” he said. “My name is Rukh.”
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MALINI


The night before they were due to reach Ahiranya, Malini was not given her usual medicine. There was nothing in the wine Pramila handed her to drink before she slept—no aftertaste of cloying sugar that signaled she had been dosed with needle-flower.


“You will need to be alert when you meet the regent,” Pramila told her. “Alert and polite, princess.”


The words were a warning.


Malini did not know what to make of the new clarity of her mind. Her skin felt too tight over her bones. Her heart—finally allowed the freedom to grieve without the blanket of needle-flower to smother it—was a heavy throb in her chest. She felt as if her ribs ached with the weight of it. She crossed her arms around herself, and felt each indent, each hollow. Counted them.


After weeks muted by the needle-flower, the world was a painful ricochet of sensation. Everything was too loud, too hard, the light of the day too painful. The jolt of the carriage made her joints hurt. She was a sack of flesh and blood.


For once, she couldn’t drown out Pramila’s reading of the Book of Mothers. Pramila sat next to her in the carriage, stiffly upright, reciting with painstaking slowness. First, Divyanshi’s childhood. Then, the crimes of the yaksa and their terrible devotees, the Ahiranyi. Then, the ancient war. Then, how it ended.


Then, the book closed, and turned. And reopened, and repeated over again.


It made her want to scream.


She kept her hands still and calm in her lap. Maintained the measure of her own breath.


She was an Imperial Princess of Parijatdvipa. Sister to the emperor. She had been named at the feet of a statue of Divyanshi haloed in flame and flowers. Garland weaver, they’d called her. Malini.


She had woven her first crown from roses shelled from their thorns, as her mother had taught her the words of the Book of Mothers with far more sweetness and verve than Pramila’s dry voice could ever muster.


The mothers ended their lives willingly in holy fire. Their sacrifice was an old, deep magic that lit the weapons of their followers with flame and set the monstrous yaksa alight.


That was the point in the book when her mother had often pretended to wave a sword in front of her, bringing the tale some much-needed levity. Malini had always laughed.


Their sacrifice saved us all. If not for the mothers, there would be no empire.


If not for the mothers’ sacrifice, the Age of Flowers would never have been brought to an end.


Sacrifice.


Malini looked out of the chariot at the land of Ahiranya. The air smelled wet and rich from rainfall. The thin curtain surrounding her concealed nearly everything, but through the gap that billowed with the movement of the wheels she could see the shadows of cramped buildings. Empty streets. Broken trees, splintered by axes, and the charred remains where some had been burned away entirely.


This was the nation that had almost conquered the entirety of the subcontinent in the Age of Flowers. This was what remained of a once great power: a dirt track so uneven that the chariot jolted violently every few seconds, a few shuttered stalls, and scorched earth.


And Malini had not seen a single brothel yet. She was oddly disappointed to realize that all those highborn boys who had boasted to her brothers about being able to bed a dozen women the moment you set foot in Ahiranya for the price of a single Parijati pearl had been grossly exaggerating.


“Princess Malini,” said Pramila. Her mouth was thin. “You must listen. It is your brother’s will.”


“I always listen,” Malini said evenly. “I know these tales. I was properly raised and taught.”


“If you remembered your lessons, neither of us would be here.”


No, thought Malini. I would be dead.


She turned back to Pramila, who still held the book open on her knees, the pages pinned flat by her fingers. Malini glanced down, identifying the page, and began her own recitation.


“ ‘And Divyanshi turned to the men of Alor who served the nameless god above all others, and the men of Saketa who worshipped fire, and said to them, offer my son your sworn loyalty, your unbreakable vow, and his sons after him. Unite with my beloved homeland, in one dvipa, one empire, and my sisters and I will raze the yaksa from the earth with our honorable deaths.’ ”


She paused, considering, then said, “If you turn to the next page, Lady Pramila, there’s a very fine illustration of Divyanshi lighting her own pyre. I am told I look a little like her.”


Pramila slammed the book shut.


“You’re mocking me,” she snapped. “Princess, do you have no shame? I am trying to help you.”


“Lady Pramila,” a voice called. Malini heard the clatter of horses’ hooves as a figure drew nearer. “Is there anything amiss?”


Malini lowered her eyes. She saw Pramila’s grip tighten on the book.


“Lord Santosh,” said Pramila, voice like honey. “Nothing is amiss. I am merely instructing the princess.”


Santosh hovered, clearly wanting to involve himself.


“We will reach the regent’s mahal soon,” he said, when Pramila remained silent. “Make sure the princess is prepared.”


“Of course, my lord,” Pramila murmured.


His horse drew away.


“See what happens when you misbehave?” Pramila said quietly. “You want him to report your childishness to your brother? Would you like to see more punishments rained down upon us?”


What more could her brother possibly do to her than he had?


“I still have other children,” Pramila said. Her fingers were trembling faintly. “I would like to see them live. If I must make you behave ...” She let the threat, half-formed, hang in the air.


Malini said nothing. Sometimes apologies only served to inflame Pramila’s anger further. An apology, after all, could not right any wrongs. Could not bring back the dead.


“Double your dosage tonight, I think,” Pramila announced, opening the book once more.


Malini turned her ear to Pramila. Heard the sound of the book cracking open; the rasp of fingers against the pages. The drone of Pramila’s voice.


This is what a pure and holy woman of Parijat can accomplish, when she embraces immortality.


Malini counted the shadows of the soldiers through the curtain. Lord Santosh’s figure was hunched over his horse, a parasol held over his head by an obedient lackey.


She thought of all the ways she would enjoy seeing her brother die.
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PRIYA


Rukh stared at everything in the regent’s mahal: the lattice walls cut into hollow roses and lotus flowers, the airy hallways broken up by white silk curtains, the bouquets of peacock feathers carved into the bases of the sandstone columns that held up the high, silver-tiled ceilings. He tried to dawdle and drink it all in, but Priya dragged him along mercilessly. She couldn’t afford to give him the time to gawp. She was very, very late back, and although she’d warned the cook Billu that she was going to be late—bribed him with hashish she’d saved specifically for this occasion—there was only so far that she could stretch his goodwill.


She handed Rukh over to the care of Khalida, a sour-faced senior maidservant who agreed reluctantly to ask their mistress if the boy could do some menial work in her manse.


“I’ll come back and see you later,” Priya promised Rukh.


“If Lady Bhumika allows him to stay, you may collect him before the evening meal,” Khalida replied, and Rukh bit his lip. Worry tinged his expression.


Priya bowed her head.


“Thank you, ma’am.” To Rukh, she said, “Don’t worry. Our lady won’t say no.”


Khalida frowned, but did not disagree. She knew just as well as Priya did how generous the regent’s wife could be.


Priya left them both, went to the maids’ dormitory, where she hastily daubed the worst of the mud and dirt from her frankly grimy sari, and headed to the kitchen. She tried to make up for her lateness by stopping at the stepwell on the way and collecting two brimming buckets of water. There was never a time when water was not useful in a busy palace kitchen, after all.


To her surprise, no one seemed to have noticed her absence. Although the large clay ovens were hot, and a few servants bustled in and out, the majority of the kitchen staff were huddled by the tea stove.


Mithunan, one of the younger guards, was standing by the stewing pot of tea, drinking from a clay cup held in one hand as he gesticulated wildly with the other. All the servants were listening to him intently.


“... only one advance rider,” he was saying. “One horse. You could tell he’d come all the way from Parijat. His accent was pure court, and the watch captain said he was carrying the imperial token.” Mithunan took a sip of tea. “I thought the captain would faint, he was so shocked.”


Priya put the buckets down and drew closer.


Billu looked over at her. “Good to finally see you,” he said dryly.


“What’s going on?” she asked.


“The princess is arriving today,” one of the maidservants said, in the kind of hushed and excited tone reserved for the best gossip.


“She wasn’t meant to arrive for at least another week,” Mithunan added with a shake of his head. “We weren’t even told to look out for her on watch. But she hasn’t got a retinue with her, the rider said, so she’s moving fast.”


“No retinue,” Priya repeated. “Are you sure?”


Every royal from every city-state in Parijatdvipa traveled with a vast and mostly useless array of followers: servants, guards, entertainers, favored nobles. For the sister of the emperor to travel with anything less than a small army was an absurd concept.


Mithunan shrugged. “I only know what the rider told us,” he said awkwardly. “But maybe the rules are different when—well, you know. In the circumstances.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway. I was sent to bring some food back with me. We had a double shift and we might need to stay on for a third. The men are hungry.”


“Where are the day shift guards?” Billu asked, already moving to pile a basket full of food.


“Out in the city,” said Mithunan. “Captain said the regent wants everything safely shut down before the princess makes it here. Brother Billu, do you have any more tea? Or sugarcane? Anything to keep us all awake ...”


Priya quietly slipped away as they continued talking, filching one paratha from the basket by the ovens as she went and stuffing it wholesale into her mouth. Sima would have called her a mannerless beast if she were here, but she wasn’t, so Priya was free to be as uncouth as she liked.


She’d been wrong to assume someone had been murdered. There had been no throats cut or bodies laid outside temples. No rebel killings.


Just a princess, arriving early for her imprisonment.


After her work was done, Priya plucked Rukh from Khalida’s care and guided him to the dormitory where the children slept. Once she’d found him a spare sleeping mat, she took him with her to her own dormitory, shared by eight other maids. Beneath the cover of the plain canopied veranda that surrounded it, ringed by fresh falling rain, she kneeled down, wrapped her hands in her pallu, and started carving the sacred wood down into a bead.


The burn of the wood through cloth was strong enough to make her swear. She bit down on her tongue for a moment, one pain to distract her from another, and kept on whittling, hands steady and sure. She could handle a lot more pain than this.


“Come and sit next to me,” she said to Rukh, who was still standing in the rainfall, visibly overwhelmed by the direction his day had taken. He stepped onto the veranda. Kneeled down beside her. “Hand me one of those,” she added, pointing to the small pile of ribbon and thread spooled on the ground next to her. He picked one up. She lowered the knife and took it from him.


“Is there anything else I can do?” he asked timidly, as she threaded the bead neatly onto the string.


“You could tell me how you’re finding your new life so far,” she said. “What work has Khalida set for you?”


“Cleaning latrines,” he said. “It’s fine. No, it’s—really, really good. A bed and food is ... is ...” He trailed off with a helpless shake of his head.


“I know,” she said. She really did. “Go on.”


“I said I’d do anything and I will,” Rukh said, all in a rush.


“I’m very grateful, ma’am.”


“I told you to call me Priya.”


“Priya,” he said obediently. “Thank you.”


She didn’t know what to do with his gratitude except ignore it, so she simply nodded and pressed the bead of wood against her own skin. The bead was small enough that instead of burning her, it merely warmed her wrist, its magic seeping through her flesh and into her nerves, her blood. She held the bead there for a moment, ensuring that it wouldn’t be strong enough to harm Rukh but would still be strong enough to help him, and watched his face. He’d lowered his chin, gaze fixed on the raindrops splashing against soil. He still looked overwhelmed.


She remembered how she’d felt when she’d first come to the regent’s mahal. She’d cried every night that first week, folding her sleeping mat over her face to muffle the sound of her own tears so she wouldn’t wake the other girls.


“I’m going to tell you a story,” she said to him lightly. He lifted his head and looked at her, curious. “Have you heard the one about the cunning yaksa who tricked a Srugani prince into marrying an Ahiranyi washerwoman?”


He shook his head.


“Well, give me your hand and I’ll tell it to you.”


She wound the thread around his wrist and began her tale.


“It was near the start of the Age of Flowers, before the Srugani and others like them understood how strong and clever the yaksa were ...”


By the time Priya had rambled out what she could remember of that tale of masks and mistaken identities, a duel of honor and a washerwoman draped in a veil of white lilies and saffron, Rukh had started to relax, leaning back on the veranda and smiling a little as he fidgeted with the new bead of sacred wood on his wrist.


“Be careful with that,” Priya told him. “It’s not going to be easy to get more sacred wood. You know where it comes from?”


“The forest?”


“From the trees that grew when the yaksa all died,” Priya said. “Sacred wood has some of their magic in it.” She tapped the bead with her own fingertip. “No more yaksa means no new trees, which makes sacred wood costly. So treat it nicely, okay?”


“There you are,” a woman’s voice said. Priya and Rukh both turned their heads. The rain was fading again, but the woman standing at the edge of the veranda with her pallu drawn over her hair had been caught in the last dredges of the downpour, the cloth glimmering faintly with water. “Priya,” she said. “Come with me. You’re needed.”


“Sima,” Priya greeted her. She picked up the spools of ribbon, the knife, and the remains of the shard of sacred wood, and tidied them away. “Sima, this is Rukh.”


“Hello, ma’am,” he said guardedly.


“Nice to meet you, Rukh,” said Sima. “You should head to the kitchen before you miss dinner.”


“Go on,” Priya agreed, as Rukh looked over at her for reassurance. “You can find your way to your own dormitory, can’t you? The other boys should guide you from there.”


He nodded. With a final mumbled thanks and the faintest smile in Priya’s direction, he jumped from the veranda and ran off.


As soon as he was gone, Sima grabbed Priya by the arm and hauled her across the veranda, back toward the mahal proper. Her hand on Priya was strong, rain damp and faintly scented with soap from hours laundering clothes.


“So you did bring a stray home,” Sima said to her. “I should have known it was true.”


“Who told you?”


“Oh, one of the guards who let you in. I don’t know,” Sima said dismissively. “You’re lucky Billu covered for you. You came back so late.”


“If I’d known the markets were going to be shut, I wouldn’t have bothered going out at all. I went to—help,” Priya said. “You know what I do. But I couldn’t do much. And then I found him. He was alone, Sima.”


Priya saw a familiar mix of exasperation and affection flicker across Sima’s face before her friend rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Speaking of market closures—you really do need to come with me.” Sima let go of Priya’s arm, twining her arm with Priya’s with a conspiratorial air instead. “And we’re going to need to rush.”


“Why?”


“The princess is almost here,” she said, as if Priya were a simpleton. “We’re going to watch.” She tugged Priya forward. “Come on. I had to bribe one of the guards with a whole flask of wine to get a good spot.”


“I’m hungry,” Priya protested.


“You can eat later,” Sima said.


They went to a storeroom, high in the mahal, where a narrow barred window overlooked the marbled entrance courtyard. The window was only large enough for one of them to peer out of at a time. Priya looked first and saw the regent and his advisors, attendants with parasols standing beside them to keep at bay the ever-present threat of rain. Soldiers in Parijatdvipan white and gold were arrayed in a great crescent around them.


She drew back, letting Sima take her place.


“You should have kept some wine for us,” Priya muttered, crouching on the floor.


Sima shook her head. “I’m not going to have time for drinking. I’ve got a new job. While you were off gallivanting around the city, Gauri was roping up girls to do chores in the princess’s new dwelling. Sweeping up, cooking, the usual.” Sima shot Priya a sidelong glance. “You should find her and volunteer too. We could finally work together again.”


They hadn’t shared chores since their first year in the mahal, when they were both still girls. Sima had left her village and her family and come to the mahal by choice, but she’d been overwhelmed by the size and bustle of the city. Priya had been like Rukh, of course: one of the pity cases taken in by the regent’s wife, just another orphan abandoned, feral and angry and entirely alone. They’d clung to each other out of necessity at first. But they had soon built a friendship on the back of a shared affection for pretty girls, liquor, and nights spent gossiping in their dormitory, laughing with each other until one of the maidservants trying to sleep threw a shoe to shut them up.


“Is the coin good?” Priya asked.


“The coin is very good.”


“I would have thought she’d have more volunteers than she could manage, then.”


“Ah, no.” Sima squinted through the bars. “Come over here. I can see horses.”


Priya got up with a groan. When Sima didn’t move, she nudged in close to her, pressing their faces together so they could both look.


The horses were beautiful, pure white and bridled in brilliant gold, drawing a chariot of silver and ivory bone. The inhabitants were hidden, shrouded above by a dark cloth canopy, surrounded by a wall of curtains. There were riders on either side of the chariot, but there was, indeed, no full retinue. Just a clutch of soldiers, bristling with weapons, and a nobleman who lowered himself from his horse and bowed perfunctorily to the regent.


“The princess,” Sima said against her ear, as the curtain of the chariot parted and an older noblewoman alighted, “is being imprisoned in the Hirana.”


There was a sudden white emptiness in Priya’s skull.


“Gauri’s struggling to get volunteers,” Sima was saying. “There’s me, of course. A few new girls who don’t know better. That’s all.”


“But you do know better,” Priya managed to say.


“I want the money,” Sima said quietly. “I don’t want to be a maid for the rest of my life. I didn’t come to Hiranaprastha for that. And you ...” Sima huffed out a breath, but Priya was so numb she didn’t feel it, even though they were cheek to cheek. “I don’t think you want to be here forever either.”


“It’s not a bad life,” Priya said. “There are worse ones.”


“That doesn’t mean you can’t want just a little bit more than you have,” said Sima. “And what happened there—it was a long time ago, Pri.”


“The Ahiranyi don’t forget.” Priya moved away from the window. Pressed her back to the wall and stared at the ceiling.


“Let the rebels remember,” Sima said. “Let them write their poems and songs and take up arms. You and I, we should look after ourselves.”


She didn’t add because no one else will. That truth was ingrained in their marrow.


But.


The Hirana.


If Gautam had brought her close to the bones of her past, the Hirana was the grave where the broken pieces of her memory lay at uneasy rest.


It all tumbled over her then. The exhaustion. The void inside her. Rukh’s bravado and loneliness, like a mirror flinging her own past before her. The thought of how easily a blade could part skin. The humiliation of being knocked over, dismissed, talked down to. And what do you do? Sweep floors?


She was meant to be so much more, once.


She couldn’t be the person she’d been reared to be. But maybe, just maybe, she could allow herself to want a little more than what she had. Just a little.


It sparked up suddenly in her heart—a desire so small and yet so powerful that it welled up in her like hunger in a starving body. She couldn’t let herself want her old gifts or old strength. But this she could want: enough coin to buy sacred wood without groveling before a man who hated her. Enough coin to make life a little better: for those children at the market, who had no one. For Rukh, who was her responsibility now. For herself.


Coin was power. And Priya was so tired of feeling powerless.


“I can see her,” Sima gasped suddenly. “Ah—I can’t see her face, but her sari is lovely.”


“She’s a princess. Of course her sari is lovely.”


“Gray, though. I thought she’d wear something brighter.”


“She’s a prisoner.”


“Who knows what imprisoned royalty get to wear? Stop sniping at me, Pri. Come and look.”


Priya took Sima’s place this time. A slim figure had just alighted from the chariot. Priya could see the edge of a hand still resting against the chariot’s wall, the pearly fabric of the princess’s sari moving slightly in the breeze.


“I’m going to find Gauri,” she said, stepping back.


“Right now?” Sima asked, her forehead wrinkling in confusion.


Priya didn’t want to wait. If she thought too long on how foolish this was, she would convince herself not to do it.


“Why not?” Priya said. “I need to ask her for a job. I’ll come to the Hirana with you.” She forced a smile. “You’re right, Sima. It’s time to take care of myself.”
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MALINI


They were greeted courteously by the regent, General Vikram. He had his young wife at his side—a pretty and doe-eyed Ahiranyi woman, who offered her a polite but timid smile, then retired to her own palace with apologies. Lady Bhumika was late into her pregnancy, and unable to keep up with the demands of entertaining guests.


Malini was not a guest, of course. She was not here by choice. But Lord Santosh—as disgustingly pleased to be in charge of her imprisonment as he had been on the day Chandra had placed the responsibility of her in his hands—insisted on a lavish meal. Advisors to the regent joined them, but to her relief Malini was given a place of honor at a remove from the rest of them.


Great platters were brought out. Perhaps General Vikram had been warned in advance that Lord Santosh, like Emperor Chandra, had a marked distaste for anything that was not inherently Parijati, because the meal resembled the food she would have eaten in the imperial mahal in Harsinghar. It was heavy with ghee and raisins and pistachios, saffron swirling fragrantly through pale dhal. She picked at it, struggling to make herself eat as the regent asked polite questions about the journey and Santosh responded. Ever since Malini had begun being dosed with needle-flower, her appetite had waned. She felt no hunger now.


She should have been weighing up the regent: his weaknesses, his beliefs, the likelihood that these things could be leveraged to turn his loyalties against Chandra. He could not possibly like her brother—no sensible man liked her brother, and General Vikram would not have held the regency for so long if he were lacking in intelligence—but her mind was still a tangle of knotted thoughts, made slow by the weeks of needle-flower.


She could only sit, and stare at her plate, and feel her own mind stumble drunkenly over what must be done. She would need to find a way to win over the maids of the household, now that she had no jewels or coin to bribe them for favors. She would need eyes and ears in the mahal.


“The princess does not yet know,” Santosh said, sounding more gleeful than Malini liked, making her head rise, “where her prison cell is located. Would you like to do the honors, General Vikram?”


The regent’s gaze flickered between them.


“Emperor Chandra has requested that you be housed in the Hirana, princess,” he said.


Malini wished she could be surprised. But she was not. Dread and resignation pooled through her, rolling from her stomach through her limbs, until even her fingers felt numb.


“The Hirana,” she repeated. “The Ahiranyi temple.”


Pramila inhaled audibly. She had not known, then.


“The temple where the priests of Ahiranya set themselves alight on my father’s orders,” Malini said slowly, looking from Pramila’s pinched face to the regent’s unreadable one. “The temple where twenty-five children—”


“Yes,” General Vikram said abruptly. He looked rather gray himself. He had, she remembered, been regent when her father had ordered those deaths.


“There is no other Hirana, princess,” Santosh said with a mild chuckle. Oh, he was thrilled, wasn’t he? “What better place,” Santosh went on, “to contemplate your choices. To think about what awaits you.”


General Vikram was looking away from her, his eyes fixed on the lattice window. As if by not acknowledging what lay before him, he could ignore her fate.


“Whatever my emperor brother wills,” Malini said.
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The Hirana was like nothing she had ever seen before.


It was a huge edifice, rising to a zenith where the temple proper sat. But there were no clear stairs up its height—no easy gradient of stones. Instead, it was as if someone had actually taken a pile of bodies—animal, mortal, yaksa—and stacked them upon each other to create a mountain of the dead. From a distance, to Malini’s eyes, it looked grotesque.


It looked no better when she was guided to a rope and bid to climb it.


“You must be careful, princess,” Commander Jeevan, the guide provided by the regent, told her calmly. “The Hirana is extremely dangerous. The surface is damaged in many places, and opens to deep pits. Do not release the rope. Follow my lead only.”


The carvings upon the stone were uneven to walk on and distressingly lifelike. Malini looked at them as she climbed, clutching the rope tightly, Pramila huffing behind her. Snakes coiled, their teeth bared, mouths vast enough to act as a neat trap for an ankle; mortal bodies, etched out of stone, with hands upturned, fingers curled; yaksa, those ancient spirits that were part mortal and part nature, with eyes that oozed greenery, profuse vegetation escaping their mouths, their forms humanlike, but broken at the stomach, the heart, by thick, violent surges of leaves.


No wonder the world had feared Ahiranya once. Malini could imagine how the Hirana had looked in the Age of Flowers, when it had been lacquered in gold and the temple elders still held great power and the yaksa still walked the world. The figures below her, with hair of vines and razor teeth, skin like bark or crumbling soil, filled her with a visceral, instinctual wariness.


The Parijati soldiers that Santosh had brought with him to guard Malini climbed nervously. Santosh no longer looked gleeful. As they drew higher and the rain began to splinter the sky, his voice took on a distinctly whiny cast as he asked how long it would be before they reached the top.


“Not long, my lord,” Commander Jeevan said, still calm. If he thought anything of their cowardice, he was sensible enough not to show it. “Maids have prepared the rooms for the princess in advance. I believe you’ll be pleased.”


Malini’s prison was in the northern end of the Hirana. She was led through echoing, empty corridors—through a strange atrium opened all around to the sky—to a large chamber with a lattice wall hidden behind a faded curtain clearly intended to keep out the chill of the atrium. There was only one door. Another had clearly been sealed off—bricked shut to allow only one entrance and exit into the room. There was a single charpoy of woven bamboo for a bed. A trunk for her meager collection of clothing.


The walls were still stained black, the carvings in the room blasted and faded, worn by neglect and flame. Malini looked around. Raised her head to the ceiling, as the guards and Pramila and Santosh bustled around her, and realized, with horror, that this had to have been the room where Ahiranya’s priests burned to death.


Of course it was. Damn her brother and the cruel, twisted nature of his mind. Of course he would lock her away far from all her support, all her alliances. Of course he would send her to a room in a decaying temple where dozens of children had died screaming in flame, simply for the crime of being too powerful, too monstrous—


“Yes,” Santosh said. A heavy hand settled on her arm. Malini did not flinch. Did not hit him. She was proud and sickened by that in turns. “This will do. Emperor Chandra will be pleased.”


After the guards had been placed at the entrance to the Hirana—after Commander Jeevan had left, guiding Santosh down with him—Malini lay back on the charpoy and Pramila opened the tiny bottle of medicine she wore at her throat. She poured two doses, as promised, into a carafe of wine. Placed it by Malini’s side.


“Drink,” she said.


Malini turned her face away. Closed her eyes.


“Not this again,” Pramila sighed. “Drink, Princess Malini, or I will be forced to call the guards.”


She would do it. She had done it before. Had them pin Malini’s arms as Pramila wrenched back her head and pried open her mouth and forced the liquid in, watching Malini choke and splutter, all the while saying, If only you were good—good as the emperor demands ... No one wants to hurt you, princess, no one.


Malini raised herself up onto her elbow and lifted the carafe. Drank.


Then she lay back down and waited for the drugged stupor to overtake her.


I cannot survive like this, she thought, already growing detached. The ash-marked ceiling stared back at her. I cannot.


“The regent has arranged maidservants to maintain the temple,” Pramila murmured. Malini heard Pramila open the Book of Mothers once more, to begin Malini’s lessons all over again. “You will not see them, though, princess. I’ve made sure of that.”


Pramila knew Malini too well.


A draft made its way in from the strange atrium beyond, the one that was exposed to the elements, even at its roof where the sky peered through a vast opening cut into the stone. She shivered, curling up to ward off the cold.


Use what you have, Malini reminded herself. Use anything and everything you have. What can you do? What do you have here that may save you?


They were stealing her mind from her. They had denied her human company. She had nothing but herself. Nothing but the rage and grief that pulsed in her heart.


The darkness crept over her. She heard Pramila’s voice, muted and distant. In the lightless world between sleep and waking, she tried to remember her old strength. Her old cunning. She wrapped her anger at Chandra around herself like new skin; as if she were a snake, sloughing off one body and making another.


She would force herself to survive. She would wait. And when an opportunity came to escape the Hirana—any opportunity—she would take it.


She promised herself this, and sank down deep, deep. Down into the memory of her heart sisters’ screams as they burned.
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ASHOK


When Ashok was ten years old, he entered the deathless waters for the first time.


That was the right age for the first immersion. He had lived at the temple since he was no more than a toddling child. He’d been selected and trained. Taught not to complain when seated in the sweltering heat of the midday sun or in the cold night’s dark without a candle. He had learned how to cope with hunger, with the burn of an older temple sibling’s hands twisting his skin. That was how the temple children of the Hirana were taught. How they learned about pain and strength and the need to excise weakness.


It had been a normal morning, until then. Elder Saroj had led him and the others through their prayers and chores, and watched as they had prepared gifts for pilgrims to take home with them: vials of deathless waters, broken from their source but still a beautiful, glowing blue in their bottles; sacred wood, whittled into tiny charms; tender fruits, their piths studded with spices carefully pressed into place by childish hands.


But after all that had been completed, instead of releasing them as usual, she had led them to the waters.


“Three journeys,” she had said. “After three journeys through the waters, you will be elders like us. This is only your first journey. Don’t forget: Those of you strong enough to survive must still work hard and grow even stronger. It is our responsibility to keep the faith, and to preserve the memory and traditions of Ahiranya’s grand history. Even if the Parijatdvipan empire forgets what we once were, we do not forget.”


Those of you strong enough to survive.


Ashok had not been worried. He’d known he was strong enough, because he had looked at the carvings of the temple elders from the Age of Flowers, those men and women who had conquered the subcontinent on the yaksa’s behalf. Who had held terrible, incalculable power. He had looked and thought, I am not going to be like our elders, holding only a shadow of power, a faint echo of what once was. I won’t sit with the regent or bow to the emperor in Parijat.


I am going to be like you.


He knew—the moment he emerged from the deathless waters for the first time, gasping for air to fill his lungs, somehow both hollow and full—that he had been right. Because in his head he saw the sangam. A place of myth. A world beyond the mortal realm where cosmic rivers met; where once, the temple elders had been able to walk. That day, years before the other children began to change and grow powerful, before the temple elders realized what the children had become—before everything and everyone burned—Ashok knew. The yaksa had heard him. Ahiranya’s glory would return.


Now.


Now he stood in the confluence of rivers.


They met beneath his feet. River of soul; river of heart’s flesh, red and deep; river of immortality, bubbling the green of life and the gold of the ageless.


Rivers of the living. Rivers of the dead.


He waded in deeper, the water rising to his ankles, his knees. He closed his eyes and held his breath, then released it, slow and even. He had done this before. He knew the way of it: how a breath unspooled could lead a man’s mind from his flesh and deep into the grasp of the rivers. In Ahiranya’s forest, his body sat cross-legged, back straight and eyes fast shut, breathing just so. In the confluence of rivers—the sangam, the holiest of sites—his soul made its way to the meeting place.


She waited for him, in the same swirling water, a mere shadow of a woman. She was trembling. She always trembled, now. Around her the river was an oil slick of violet.


“You’re not well,” he told her.


“Ashok,” she murmured, lowering her head. “I’m well enough.”


“Are you?”


“I’ve almost found the way,” she said. “Almost. I’m sure.”


“Tell me everything.”


She wavered before him. The shadow of her was breaking—ink swirling into the river flow. She was not strong enough to be here. Every moment was a kind of agony.


“I can’t remain long,” she said. There was an apology in her voice, small and broken. “But I promise I—I’ll save us. I promise.”


He waded closer. He felt her then: her pain, her weakness, her love and loyalty. He held his hand out, a wisp of soul before him. Touched her cheek.


He thought of telling her to come home. He thought of telling her to return to her family, where she would be safe.


But if there was a hope—if there was a chance—


“I know what it means to be strong,” she told him. “I know everything has a price.”


So it did.


“Be strong, then,” he murmured. “And I’ll be here.”


She faded away and he remained, the sangam winding around him.
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PRIYA


It was only their fourth week climbing the Hirana when they faced disaster.


Priya was at the back of the line of maidservants, halfway through the climb, when she heard a scream that cut through the blackness, followed by the clang of a lantern striking the ground. She froze. Above her, the snaking line of lanterns wavered and went still, as their bearers froze along with her.


She sucked in a slow breath. She tasted rain, or blood, or something iron-sharp that somehow resembled both. She pressed the soles of her feet down onto the damp stone, grounding herself. In her left hand the guiding rope—slippery with water—stung her already abraded palm. Wet rope was an agony on raw skin, but Priya had only clung on tighter when the rain had begun to pour halfway through their ascent, soaking the rope along with their clothes and skin and supplies. It had stopped now, but only after turning the stone of the Hirana slick and dangerously smooth. It was no wonder someone had fallen.


Behind her Meena whispered, “What happened?”


Meena was the youngest maidservant who’d volunteered to take up this role, and she was a nervous thing at the best of times. The scream had shaken her. Priya could hear how shallow her breathing was now, a panicked in-out rhythm that made Priya’s own lungs ache in sympathy.


“I don’t know,” lied Priya. She tried to sound calm, for Meena’s sake. “Are you still holding on tight?”


“Yes.”


“Good. I’m going to look.”


“But—”


“Take the lantern.” She handed their shared light to Meena, who grasped it with trembling fingers. “I won’t be long.”


Just like Priya had once known how to peel skin from bone, she’d known how to climb the Hirana. That was what the temple children had done, after all: led pilgrims seeking the blessings of the yaksa spirits up the Hirana’s surface; guided the pilgrims up to the temple elders, who were the yaksa’s chosen. There had been no rope then. Pilgrimage was a journey, after all, both spiritual and physical. It had a cost. Some faltered or failed. Some fell. The yaksa demanded strength from their worshippers, just as they had demanded it from their temple council.


Only the worthy could rise.


Priya had been worthy once.


Without the lantern in her hand, it was easier to move swiftly. She held the rope only loosely, darting up the Hirana as fast as she could. She and Meena had fallen behind the other maidservants—Meena’s nervousness had slowed them both down—but Priya soon reached the point where the others stood, huddled so close their feet were almost touching.


The maidservant nearest to Priya was leaning out precariously, a hand twisting the guiding rope, the other holding her lantern as far out into the dark as she could.


In its light, Priya could see Sima.


Sima was trapped to the left of the guiding rope, slightly farther down the Hirana’s surface: She must have tripped, slipping, her body sliding treacherously down the wet rock. Her arms were outstretched, every muscle in them defined. She had her fingers hooked into one of the fissures in the stone, knuckles white with the strain of holding her body up. The rest of her was invisible.


She’d fallen into a rift carved into the rock, a cleverly concealed gap hollowed out between a series of statues, shaped to follow the natural fall of shadow. From most angles, it would have been invisible. But now that Sima was caught in it, the trap was hard to miss. It held her like a mouth, toothless and grasping.


Priya had no idea how deep the rift was, but the thought of Sima losing her grip—of Sima being killed by the tumble that followed, or worse, being trapped alive down in the dark where no one could reach her—made Priya’s stomach clench with nausea.


The leaning maidservant was yanked back by a rough hand.


“Don’t lean out,” Gauri, the head maidservant, said angrily. “I can’t have you falling too. You,” she shouted to a woman farther up, gesturing at her with her stick, “go and fetch a guard from the doors. Tell them a girl’s slipped. Hurry!”


The woman began to climb. But she was too slow, on the wet ground, with the lamp and the rope in her hands. Too slow.


Sima was panting hard, the whites of her eyes visible in the flickering lantern-lit dark.


“I can’t hold on,” Sima wheezed.


“You can and you will,” Gauri said. “You’re a strong girl. Don’t let go now.”


But Sima was frightened, and her hands were surely as raw as Priya’s, the stone glassy under her fingers. She would not be able to hold on until help came.


Priya looked down at the ground. At the stone, carved to resemble vines and leaves, melding with the green sprouting up through its cracked surface.


She’d known the Hirana once, and it had known her.


It knew her still.


She hadn’t been sure the first night she’d climbed, when all she’d been able to concentrate on had been making her way up to the top without losing her nerve. But she was sure now. As she stood and forced herself to breathe—as the lanterns shook, and Sima’s fingers slid the tiniest bit from their handhold—she felt the pulse of the wet stone beneath her feet, slithering as if the vines on its surface moved to cradle her. She had a feeling that if she pressed her ear to the Hirana she’d hear the stone heave, like the vertebrae of a great, sleeping beast.


She could step out. Let that spine carry her. All it would take was a leap of faith.


I shouldn’t, Priya thought distantly. Spirits, I really shouldn’t.


But this was Sima. Her friend.


She kneeled down. The yellow lantern light threw shadows over her bare feet. The stone beneath her was black, its surface fissured like a cracked egg, leaking lichen and moss from the yolk. She touched her fingertips to the green; felt the warmth of it beneath the rainwater.


“Ground protect me,” she murmured. Then she stood once more and stepped away from the guiding rope, out to the left and into the darkness.


She heard shocked cries above her—heard Gauri yell her name—but Priya did not lift her head. She kept on moving. Slow, careful, cursing herself in her head.


She did not want to do this. She would regret doing this.


She wanted to do this. She wanted to know if she could.


She could hear Sima’s panicked breath.


There were raised carvings, on this step: serpents coiled into heaps, a cobra with its mouth parted and its teeth pointed up. She felt the sharp edge against her skin. Froze.


She heard a voice in her head. Not her brother’s this time. Low, cultured. Amused.


An elder.


You and the Hirana have a special bond, don’t you, small one? The memory of hands on her shoulders. A figure looming over her, robed in a sheath of white cotton, beads of sacred wood cascading from their hair. But don’t forget it’s built to trick your eyes. So don’t trust your eyes.


She swore internally. Closed her eyes, as if her temple elders were still alive and there to be obeyed, to approve of her. She moved her foot farther to the left, trusting her skin. Roughness gave way to soft vines, tangled together. Beneath them the stone was solid.


One step. Another. Another. She tested the ground. Broken, here. Solid, here. She could hear Gauri still shouting, voice hoarse. The stone dipped, sudden and sharp, and Priya stopped once more, curling her toes against the ground. Sima’s breath was close now, very close, so Priya opened her eyes.


Sima lay on the ground before her. The whites of her eyes were bright in the dark.


Priya drew back her feet and kneeled on the ground where it was rough enough to hold her steady. Then she lay on her stomach. Held out her hand.


“You can climb now,” she said. “If you use me. But you’ll have to let go of the rock and take hold of me. Can you do that for me, Sima?”


“I ...” Sima stopped. Her bloodless fingers twitched. “I ... don’t think I can.”


“You can,” Priya said steadily.


“I’ll drag you down too. We’ll both die.”


“You won’t,” Priya said, although she wasn’t entirely sure. “Come on now, Sima.”


“The ghosts are going to take me,” whispered Sima. “I know it.”


“If there’s any justice, the spirits of the temple elders and temple children are with the yaksa, somewhere far away from the Hirana,” Priya said quietly. “And if there isn’t, well. I don’t think those ghosts would want good Ahiranyi lives, when there are plenty of Parijati above us for the taking.”


“Priya,” Sima bit out. “Don’t. You’ll—”


“Get in trouble? You can tell me off properly when we’re both safe. I promise I’ll listen.”


Sima let out a whimper that might have been an attempt at a laugh. She squeezed her eyes shut. “Priya. I’m scared.”


“You don’t have to be scared. I’m right here.” Priya pressed her upper arms down onto the stone, dragging herself a little closer. Just enough that she could touch her hand to Sima’s. She could feel Sima’s fingers shaking. “The worthy are always safe on the Hirana,” Priya said. “That’s what they used to tell pilgrims. And you’re worthy, Sima. I’ve decided it. So you’re going to be fine.”


Sima’s grip faltered. Her body jolted, and Priya scrambled for her, heart racing. Sima’s hand clamped back against stone a moment later.


“Priya!” Her voice was reedy with terror.


“Take my hand,” Priya said. “Come.”


After a long, fraught moment, Sima did. She clasped Priya’s hand in a painful, wrenching grip. She choked out a sob, then a scream, and dragged herself up, up. Her nails dug into Priya’s skin. Priya gritted her own teeth, hooking her foot against rock, and prayed they’d both survive.


Finally, Sima was free from the hollow. Gasping, they both climbed to their feet. Above them, the other maidservants were silent—afraid, perhaps, that a single noise would make them fall.


Deep breath in. Out.


“Hold my arms,” Priya said finally. Now that she had Sima, the panic had finally caught up with her. She could feel it singing in her blood, in the hot sting of the nail marks on her arms. “I’ll guide you back to the rope.”


It took time. But eventually they climbed back to the others and gripped the guiding rope. Sima collapsed to her knees, crying; another maidservant murmured to her and placed a hand on her head.


Priya felt a sharp rap against her shoulder. She turned to see Gauri. The older woman’s face was bloodless white. Eyes unblinking.


“You fool,” she said. “Both of you. Stop blubbering, Sima. We’re late.”


Sima hiccupped something incomprehensible in response. But she rose to her feet. The maidservants began moving once more. Gauri gave Priya one last look—terrified and furious and too thoughtful by far—then turned away.


“I can keep carrying the lantern, if you want,” Meena said. She stood behind Priya, trembling like a leaf.


Priya curled and uncurled her hands. Her whole body ached.


“No need,” she said. “Thank you for carrying it, Meena. But I’m fine now. Here, let me take it from you.”


Two guards waited at the gates to check each of the women carefully for weapons. They examined Gauri’s stick, as they always did, before handing it back to her with a nod of respect. They were both soldiers who’d traveled with the princess from Parijat, and they looked at the rest of the maidservants coolly, dismissively.


Priya looked at them in return.


She missed her little knife. “She’s waiting,” said one. Then he added, “I heard a girl fell. Sorry for your loss.”


Gauri’s jaw tightened, just slightly.


“We were lucky not to lose her, spirits be thanked,” she said. “I sent one of mine to ask for your help. Did she not request that you come?”


His expression was remote. He shrugged.


“We were told not to move. But all’s well, I suppose, if the girl’s alive.”


“All’s well,” Gauri agreed. But she did not look happy.


Priya couldn’t help but think that if one of their own, like Mithunan, had been guarding the princess—or even the regent’s own personal retinue of cold-eyed men—they would have come to save Sima. Or at least would’ve tried.


The guards opened the gates. The maidservant who had gone ahead was waiting for them, face marked with tears. When she saw Sima her expression brightened—but the brisk tap of approaching footsteps dimmed it once more, and she lowered her head.


The princess’s attendant appeared in the entrance hall.


Lady Pramila was a Parijati noblewoman, tall and severe. She was always clad in a sari embroidered with white jasmine flowers as a mark of her highborn blood, a thick shawl wrapped around her head and shoulders. Around her waist she wore a belt, and upon it she wore a set of keys and a knife sheath. For all her noble blood and the fineness of her sari, she was no more than a jailer, and every single servant—Priya included—already hated and feared her.


“There are only three hours before dawn,” Pramila said coolly.


“The rain delayed us, my lady,” Gauri replied. “The monsoon is—that is to say, it is difficult to climb in this weather. We almost lost a girl.”


Pramila shrugged as if to say, That is no concern of mine.


“She lies asleep in the northern chamber, as always,” she said. “Make sure you’re gone by daylight. If your work is not done by then, so be it.”


“My lady.”


“The next time you’re late,” said Pramila, “I will need to inform the regent of my displeasure.”


Gauri bowed her head deferentially. Priya and the others did the same. As soon as Pramila was gone, disappearing into her study, Gauri turned to them.


“We’ll start in the kitchens,” she said. “Quickly, now. And if you tarry, I promise to beat each and every one of you blue.”


Priya kindled the kitchen fire, fanning it into steady flames. She chopped onions and peeled vegetables, setting them aside to be cooked. That finished, she moved to one of the temple corridors commonly used by the guards and began to scrub the floor clean of their muddy footprints.


“Priya.” Priya raised her head, startled. Sima was looking down at her, arms crossed in front of her. “I—I wanted to say thank you.”


“You don’t need to.”


Sima nodded. Her face was drawn. There was a question in the tilt of her head, in the curve of her mouth.


“I’ve never seen you like that before,” Sima said.


“Like what?”


“Brave. I suppose.”


“Hey now,” Priya said, “I’m very brave. Who was the one who caught the lizard that got into our dormitory when all the other girls were screaming? Me.”


“What you said,” Sima replied. “When you were—when you saved me. I ...” She hesitated. “Did you ... ?”


Priya waited. She wondered what Sima would ask. Were you a pilgrim once? That would be fine. Priya could lie convincingly, if Sima asked her that. But if she asked, Were you a temple child? How could Priya lie, then, when even being on the Hirana made her past feel so close, her skin too tight to hold it in?


Ah, spirits, Priya hoped Sima wouldn’t ask.


Finally, Sima said, “Gauri wants you to find Meena.”


“What?”


“Meena’s missing,” Sima said. “Hiding, I expect. I think she was very frightened.”


“She was,” Priya agreed. Sighing, she dropped her rag in the bucket. “I’ll go and find her.”


“I’ll finish your work,” said Sima. “And, Pri, if you need anything ...”


“Yes?”


Sima kneeled down, taking up the sodden cloth.


“Then talk to me,” she said. “I owe you. That’s all.”


Priya made an effort to find Meena. Truly she did. But if the girl was crying in a corner somewhere, she’d likely turn up in her own time. After peering into a few small cloister rooms, once used to house the effigies of spirits—now empty and gathering dust—Priya discarded the task and took the opportunity to head where she’d wanted to go all along.


Beyond the cloister rooms, Lady Pramila’s study, the kitchen, the latrine, and the bathing room—not far from the living quarters that once belonged to the old temple elders—lay the triveni.


The triveni was a room open to the air, held up by huge pillars carved to resemble yaksa. They grasped the ceiling with vast arms. Three branches of the temple were accessible through the triveni: the forbidden northern chamber where the princess slumbered, and those to the west and the south. Between them were swathes of the sky, the sunrise entering unimpeded from the east. If one was unwary, they could step directly out onto the Hirana’s outer surface—and straight into all its dangers.


Priya was not unwary. She crossed the triveni’s surface, which was covered in deep, sweeping grooves intended to resemble water on a shore. She came to the plinth at the room’s center. Above the plinth was the roof, a circle carved in the center like a window to the sky. The plinth’s surface was wet, its pale stone rain-washed and glimmering.


As she had so many times before, she murmured a prayer and pressed her hands to the plinth’s surface. She lowered her head.


She remembered there had been fat cushions on the floor once, for the temple elders to sit upon comfortably. And there had been chandeliers hung from the ceiling, laden with candles. She remembered running between the cushions, a hand dragging her back from the edge, and another cuffing her around the ear. Behave or you’ll fall, you silly child.


She remembered the rasp of silk against the ground; a crown mask of varnished wood, glinting in the light. Her brother’s voice. The laughter of her other siblings, mingled together. That, and no more.


A noise broke her reflection: a crash, overloud, splintering the air. She raised her head with a jerk.


“Meena?”


The noise had come from the corridor ahead of her. The northern chamber. If the fool girl had gone toward the prisoner’s room ...


Priya lifted her hands from the plinth and slipped into the corridor, which was dark, one mere torch guttering in its sconce. On the walls were stone reliefs of the yaksa at war, conquering the world with swords of thorn in the gnarled wood of their hands. The paint had peeled and faded long ago, but the images were still clear. The mythical temple elders of old stood by the side of the yaksa, staring at her through crown masks, featureless apart from their open chests, which were hollowed out, three streams of water pouring from them onto a battlefield of corpses.


Forcing herself not to hesitate—not to linger and stare, drinking in the stories with her eyes—Priya slipped past them, bare feet silent on the ground.


She paused suddenly. The floor was damp, and not with rain. The ceiling and walls were enclosed here. She kneeled. Touched the liquid and raised her fingers to her face. Wine.


Close—very close—came the sound of muffled sobs.


Priya turned her head.


The wall to her right was latticed, with perforations wrought into the shape of flowers. Through it, Priya saw cloth, heavy silk curtains wavering as if in a wind, partially torn from their hooks. A metal pitcher upon the ground, the source of the spilled wine. She leaned closer ...


And met a woman’s eyes.


For a moment, Priya didn’t know where she was. She was in her own past. She was staring at another temple daughter, sprawled on the floor before her. She was staring at her own ghosts made flesh.


Wide dark eyes. The whites bloodshot with weeping. The eyebrows were thick and arched, the skin a pale teak. The sobbing eased, and Priya could hear the woman’s breath: a staccato rhythm, rattling and sore.


It was the breath that brought Priya back to herself. Left her back in her own skin, shaking on her knees.


The prisoner. She was staring at the prisoner. The emperor’s sister. The princess.


There should have been no way for this to happen. The prisoner should have been sleeping.


But the lattice wall—this lattice wall—was in a corridor that no maidservant should rightly have entered. No one had thought to block the lattice with more than a simple curtain; no one had thought this could occur.


Look away, thought Priya. Look away.


She should have lowered her gaze. She should have bowed. Instead she stared, unblinking, into those eyes. She stared, and held her own breath inside herself, a tight kernel that threatened to burst against her ribs. She was like a bird, pinned by the wing. Flight was beyond her.


The prisoner gazed back in return. She was lying on the floor, propped up on her elbows, her hair a wild, dark curtain around her. The wine had stained her pale sari wound-red. Still holding Priya’s eyes, she leaned forward.


“Are you real?” Low voice, kept carefully soft, to avoid notice, and rough from weeping. “Speak. I need to be sure.”


Priya’s mouth parted. No sound escaped her lips. She wanted to ask the same in return.


The prisoner swallowed. Priya heard the click of her throat; saw the tilt of her head, as she regarded Priya with an expression that Priya could not hope to understand.


“Real, then.” Her eyes were rimmed in red. “Good.”


“Please,” Priya whispered again. “Forgive me. Princess.”


She scrambled to her feet. Bowed, head low, hands clasped before her. And then she turned and fled.


She heard nothing behind her. Only the absence of weeping. Only the princess’s hoarse breath, fading into the silent void of the night.


She raced back to the triveni.


At the center of the room, on the low plinth, sat Meena. Her back was to Priya, but she turned when Priya approached. Blinked at her. There were tear tracks on her cheeks.


“Priya?”


“You shouldn’t be here.”


“I was just tidying,” said Meena, which was such an obvious lie that Priya could only stare at her, openmouthed, for a moment.


“Get down.”


“I was just ...”


“Get down from there,” she repeated. And then, because her tongue and her heart were traitorous sometimes, she said, “That isn’t for you.”


Meena climbed down. She crossed her arms before her, looking all the world like a guilty child.


“Do you know how near you are to the princess’s chambers?” Priya asked, shaken, her racing heart making her voice suddenly tremble. “Do you know the trouble we could be in, if the princess were to hear us? Or spirits forbid, Lady Pramila found us here? We have one job: We come here in the dark, we clean and prepare the food, and we leave before first light. We do not disturb the prisoner. We don’t allow her to know we exist. Those are the regent’s orders, and we obey, you understand?”


“I—I’m sorry,” Meena said shakily. “Please don’t tell Gauri.”


“I won’t.” She gripped Meena’s arm. “Think of the extra coin you’ll get for this job and behave next time, okay? Think of your future. Now come on. We’re going back to work.”


They left the triveni behind.
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PRIYA


It was early morning by the time the maidservants made it down from the Hirana and back into the mahal. Billu had a plate of food warm and ready for them, and they divided the roti and pickles between themselves. Gauri excused herself quickly, claiming she needed her rest.


“We should rest too,” said Sima, dabbing her roti through the leftover fragrant oil and brine. Priya opened her mouth and Sima raised a finger up to stop her. “Don’t speak until you’ve finished eating, Pri, please.”


Priya rolled her eyes and swallowed down her mouthful of food with a swig of water, then said, “I’m not tired yet.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to the orchard,” she said. “Billu,” she called, and the cook turned from the humongous pile of onions he was hacking his way through. “I’m heading over to the orchard, so if you want me to carry anything to the boys ... ?”


“You should be going to sleep,” scolded Billu, but he gave her some parathas to carry with her, and a big flask of tea, the steam carrying the warm perfume of cardamom. “Tell them there’s a little onion sabzi left, if they’re quick,” he said. “But I won’t send it with you. Too messy.”


The few people with rot in the household had been assigned the task of clearing the blighted acres of the regent’s orchard, alongside the servants who usually managed the care of the regent’s trees. The rot-riven were, after all, already marked—they couldn’t be infected again. Or that was the logic used, at least.


For days they had been working from first light, hacking down the branches and piling them into a bonfire. Priya followed the smoke and found them clearing an old, old tree. It was vast, thick-trunked with deep, sprawling roots that were half-visible, now that the soil around the base had been cleared away. The roots had been pared open so that the interior would begin to dry out and catch alight more easily.


The men working wore cloth wrapped around their mouths to stop them from breathing in the worst of the smoke, but Priya wasn’t half as prepared. She drew her pallu over her mouth as she balanced the food and the flask against her hip, taking shallow breaths and trying not to think of all the things the smell of smoke always made her think of. Her brother’s arms around her. Blood. The Hirana.


The princess, staring at her with bloodshot eyes, dark as pitch.


Are you real?


She forced the thought back and peered through the haze until she caught sight of a familiar small figure, staggering under an enormous pile of wood.


“Rukh!” Priya called.


He looked over the stack, and his eyes creased with a smile when he saw her. He excitedly flung the wood onto the bonfire.


“I’ve brought everyone food,” she yelled out, and there were relieved noises from the other men as they lowered their machetes.


There were vats of salted water set nearby, and all the workers poured pitchers of it over their own hands before they began to eat, to cleanse their skin. Salt, some thought, helped keep the rot at bay.


“How is life as a servant going?” Priya asked Rukh, after she had parceled out the food and passed the flask of tea to the nearest man, who murmured his thanks.


“The food is great,” Rukh said, wiping his wet hands on his tunic. His eyes were fixed on the parathas. He grabbed one quickly.


Priya wanted to interrogate him a little more. She’d only seen him now and then since leaving him in Khalida’s care, usually in the times when he came to eat in the kitchens in the early morning, along with the rest of the servants. Once or twice, he’d come to sit with her after dinner and let her tell him yaksa tales. That was all. But he was tucking into the food with such joyful vigor that she hated to interrupt him, so she sighed and said, “Give me your hand.” She took hold of his wrist. “You can eat with the other one.”


“It’s a lot better,” he said, through a mouthful of food. “Doesn’t hurt as much.”


“Don’t talk with your mouth full.”


He pushed the rest of the paratha into his mouth, cheeks stuffed, and nodded quickly. She bent her head to hide her grin, inspecting his fingers. The bead hung snug at his wrist on a strong thread.


She felt a wave of relief. His rot was no better, but it was no worse, the skin still puckered around the growth beneath it, but unbroken. The bead of sacred wood was working its magic.


“When the bead goes cold, come to me straight away,” she said. “Before it gets worse, Rukh. Not after.”


“Okay,” he said mildly. “I promise,” he added, under her stern look.


“You should probably join them,” she said, gesturing over at the others. “I’ve got to go to bed anyway.” She resisted the urge to ruffle his shorn hair. He wouldn’t appreciate that in front of others.
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