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			PROLOGUE


			The Photographer


			Harappa, Punjab, April 1947


			‘Mister Tim – Tim-sahib! Chai? Chai?’


			The shrill cry jolted the white man beneath the straw hat from his daydream. He looked down from his vantage point, a stone platform at the highest point of the excavations, and waved to the little chai-wallah below. Sweat had plastered his shirt to his back and standing up for too long in this heat was dizzying. The grit filling the air had itched its way into the corners of his eyes and dried the roof of his mouth. It was only April – what would the height of summer be like here? Realising that he was really thirsty, he waved again and called, ‘Yes, please, Ramesh. Make it a big one. I’ll come down!’


			‘No–no, Tim-sahib, I climb! I climb!’ The little urchin – he was no more than eleven – swarmed up the rocks like one of the brown monkeys that infested the site, grinning through uneven white teeth. ‘See? I climb.’ The boy’s limited English was definitely improving. In seconds he was crouched beside the Englishman in the shade of the pinnacle and peering around, delighted to be so high up. ‘Like ants,’ he grinned, pointing down at the dozens of men labouring below.


			Tim Southby smiled back. ‘Just like ants,’ he agreed.


			The boy poured a cup of sweet, spicy tea, and handed it to the Englishman with hero worship in his eyes. To them he was a war hero, a fighter pilot who’d won the DFC and Bar at the Battle of Britain. Those surreal, harrowing days had ended when an ME-109 got him in its sights and blasted his right leg off below the knee, so now he was just a photographer with a wooden leg. But everyone here insisted on treating him like some kind of minor deity. It wasn’t something he enjoyed.


			History and photography had been his twin passions growing up, and when the war was over he’d needed little persuasion to leave battered, miserable England behind to join an old school chum here in the Punjab, especially after his sweetheart Annie had made it abundantly clear that a one-legged man – even a hero – could offer her nothing. Within weeks of dumping him, unable to bear his ‘repulsive scars’, she’d latched on to one of his squadron mates, so when his ship left Southampton, he’d been on the foredeck looking determinedly ahead.


			Ramesh drew his attention back, fishing into a pocket and pulling out a little metal disc. ‘Money,’ he said, in an awed voice. ‘Old people money.’ He showed it to Southby, who took it thoughtfully.


			‘Look,’ he said, showing the boy the etched figure of a seated man in profile. ‘It’s another one showing a king.’


			‘King?’ The boy tried out the word.


			‘Your word is “Raja”,’ Southby told him, returning the coin – they were common enough here that he could turn a blind eye to it disappearing back into a grubby pocket instead of being handed over to the site supervisor. Together, they sipped the chai and gazed over the dig, which extended hundreds of yards in every direction. All around them were trenches and walkways bridging holes and walls as the shape of the buried city slowly emerged from the earth like dinosaur bones.


			‘This place may be the most significant archaeological dig of the era,’ Southby said, more to himself than the boy, who wouldn’t understand most of what he was saying. ‘Hammond believes these Indus Valley sites may predate Egypt or Sumeria: this may be the very place where man first evolved civilisation. There are drains and watercourses, walls, streets . . . it’s magnificent. All the stone blocks are regular, precisely placed and fitted. And there is no obvious royal or religious ostentation, either – the society here must have been far more egalitarian than later cultures. Before the warlords and priests got their grip on the people,’ he added vehemently, thinking of generals and priests he’d known in the war, men who thought only in terms of ‘acceptable attrition’ and ‘sacrifice for the greater good’.


			‘This place must have been a relative paradise, an island of culture in a sea of primitive barbarism.’


			‘Baa-baa . . .’ Ramesh echoed, giggling at the word.


			‘Bar-bar-ism.’ Southby grinned. ‘Actually, the word does come from “baa-baa” – the noise the Romans heard when the Germanic tribes spoke.’ He grunted. ‘Damned Germans, still causing trouble.’ He finished his tea and was about to rise when a movement below caught his eye. ‘Hey, who’s your friend?’


			‘Friend?’ Ramesh puzzled over the word as he peered into the shadows. ‘Oh, it’s Kamila – Kamila!’ He waved a hand and a plump girl of about his age slunk from behind a rock and stared up at them.


			‘Hello!’ Southby called down.


			The girl shrank back. Ramesh called to her in his rapid-fire Punjabi and she answered tentatively. ‘Kamila is scared of you,’ Ramesh reported.


			‘I won’t bite her.’


			‘Bite!’ Ramesh chortled, snapping his teeth. ‘Bite-bite-bite!’ He called something teasing to the girl in his own tongue, and she took fright and fled. ‘Heh-heh. I say to her, “Sahib will bite you!”’


			‘For shame, Ramesh. She’ll be scared of me for the rest of her life, now.’


			The boy grinned mischievously until an impatient voice shouted in Punjabi. Ramesh shouted back, reclaimed Southby’s empty cup and with a wave, he was gone, bouncing back down the pile of stones.


			Ramesh was soon replaced by the foreman, Anand Gupta, a plump fellow who always smelled like he needed a bath. His moustaches were always immaculate, though. ‘Good evening, Southby-sahib,’ he greeted the Englishman. ‘Is it a good day for pictures? Is the light good today?’ he asked politely, although he had little knowledge of the arcane arts of photography.


			Southby shook his head. ‘The air is very hazy today, Anand. Not good for photography, only for pretty sunsets. There’s a lot of smoke coming from the cities. More even than during the winter.’ He thought about that. ‘Is there trouble there, Anand?’


			Anand Gupta frowned. ‘There is always trouble these days, Southby-sahib. Ever since Jinnah won the right for this new “Pakistan”, this Muslim state. My people are worried. They say Muslims are killing Sikhs and Hindus here in Western Punjab, and Sikhs and Hindus are killing Muslims in Hindustan. It is not good.’


			‘It isn’t good,’ Southby agreed, scanning the hazy horizons. Most of the early workers had come from the nearby town of Harappa – well, it was little more than a village, really – until the need for labour had increased; now it was a pretty mixed crew, from all over the region. There had already been trouble between the Muslims and Hindus, fuelled by the rumours. But Southby was just the camera-jockey. The workers were Gupta and Hammond’s problem.


			‘They say the Muslim National Guard are going from village to village,’ Gupta added. ‘The Guard have been declared illegal, but the army does nothing – you Britishers, you do nothing,’ he added sullenly.


			Southby said apologetically, ‘Welcome to independence. You have to solve your own problems when you’re independent.’


			‘You British caused most of those problems,’ Gupta snapped back, then bit his tongue. ‘I am sorry, Southby-sahib. I know it is not your fault personally. I am talking from worry only.’ He hung his head. ‘I am talking too much.’


			Southby inclined his head sympathetically. Gupta wasn’t a bad old stick, and he must be worried for his family and himself, a Hindu stuck here in what would soon be the territory of Pakistan.


			‘We have been given guarantees from those men who will form the new administration in Islamabad,’ he reminded the foreman. ‘You and your people will be safe here.’


			Gupta looked at him with troubled eyes. ‘I am thinking you are very naïve, Southby-sahib.’


			*


			Southby woke to find a gun jammed viciously into his cheek. The man wielding it looked like an Afghani tribesman, but he wore a deep green overcoat and the crescent badge of the outlawed Muslim National Guard. His lean, scarred face was buried in a spade-like beard; his eyes were sunken pits. The skin on his hands and face was blotched and pitted all over, as if he’d been scalded by boiling water as a child.


			‘Get up, English,’ the man snarled, poking him with the gun muzzle, and now Southby could see two smaller men behind him, dressed in the same uniform, with rifles levelled at him.


			Southby slowly lifted his hands. He was unsurprised to find himself calm; any fear of death had been burned away in the skies above England, exorcised by the sounds of shredding fuselage and the pumping guns of the Messerschmitt. ‘What is going on here?’ he asked levelly.


			‘You are leaving, English,’ the big man told him. ‘This is not your land any more. Get dressed, gather your belongings.’


			‘Where’s Hammond?’ Southby demanded. One of the men behind his captor snarled and snapped something. The scarred man barked back, and the other man subsided.


			‘Mister Hammond is being packed away also. Now get up, Mister Southby, before I ask my friends here to help you.’


			The two riflemen grinned wolfishly at him, stroking their weapons.


			After the humiliation of having to strap on his artificial lower leg under the sneering eyes of these men, Southby quickly gathered his gear before working up the nerve to ask the scar-faced spokesman, ‘Who are you?’ He wasn’t really expecting a reply.


			‘My name is Mehtan Ali,’ the man replied. ‘I am a commander of the Guard.’ He was leafing through the photographs with surprising interest. ‘These are fascinating, are they not?’ He examined a shot Southby had taken of Mohenjo-Daro to the south, for comparison purposes to this site. ‘These sites are all from the same period?’


			‘We think so,’ Southby responded coolly, jamming his clothes into his battered suitcase. ‘Are you a scholar, Mehtan Ali?’


			‘I have been many things,’ Mehtan replied. ‘What are you Britishers calling these places?’


			‘Harappan, named for this site,’ Southby replied. ‘Look, we have permits and—’


			‘Your permits mean nothing, Mister Southby. I am moving you for your own protection.’ Mehtan Ali opened a drawer before Southby could reach it and removed Southby’s revolver. ‘I do not think you will be needing this,’ he said mildly, thrusting the gun into his own belt. ‘My soldiers would take it amiss if they saw it.’


			‘What about the workers here?’ Southby asked, failing to keep anxiety from his voice.


			Mehtan Ali scowled and the thin veneer of civility vanished. ‘This is Pakistan now, Mister Southby: an Islamic state.’


			‘Not until June.’


			‘It has always been Muslim, Mister Southby – even before the Ghori crushed that pig Prithviraj Chauhan, this region bowed to Allah. But it needs to be purified anew.’ He looked at Southby’s suitcase and the bags containing his photographic equipment. ‘Is that all? Then come.’


			Southby hefted his gear and walked outside. Dawn had not yet broken, but in the dim light he could see fierce green-clad irregulars everywhere, all of them brandishing rifles and vicious-looking knives. He could see Gupta, standing amongst a huddled group of workmen; with a chill he realised they were all Hindu. The Muslim workers appeared to be walking freely among the fighting men, although they too looked frightened.


			Southby turned back to Mehtan Ali. ‘Now, see here—’ he began, but his words were choked off when Mehtan casually grabbed his throat in a vice-like grip.


			‘You will be silent, Mister Southby.’ He released his hold, leaving Southby doubled over, fighting for breath, his neck throbbing.


			Southby’s cases were taken and loaded onto a Jeep, but he himself was led to a vantage point overlooking the dig. Hammond was there too, his cheek bleeding and his eye puffing up.


			‘Southby!’ the archaeologist exclaimed. ‘Thank God – are you all right?’


			‘I’m—’


			But Southby’s intended words were silenced by a sudden volley of gunfire. He spun round, looking for the Hindu workmen, but they had already been reduced to a bloody tangle of bodies. Riflemen poked through the fallen, laughing and calling to each other as they bayoneted anyone unfortunate enough to still be breathing.


			He turned to Mehtan Ali. ‘By all that’s decent, man, what are you doing? That’s barbaric!’


			The Muslim captain’s face held little expression in the half-light. He ignored Southby’s tirade completely. ‘Harappa. Mohenjo-Daro. I have always been drawn to these places. We knew they were there, long before you British “discovered” them. Sometimes I feel that they call to me . . .’


			‘The workers . . . your men have . . .’ Hammond stared, wide-eyed.


			Mehtan Ali’s eyes remained unfocused, as if he were looking into the past. ‘This was the cradle of civilisation,’ he said softly, ‘a great Bronze Age civilisation, the equal of anything in your Iliads and Odysseys. This was a place of legend.’ He turned to them slowly, his voice reverent. ‘This is the birthplace of India. Imagine that.’


			Hammond looked fearfully at Southby. Do not provoke him, Southby tried to convey with his eyes; he’s clearly dangerously insane. Southby turned away – and saw something else that sucked away his breath.


			Two bodies were swinging from a gallows made of tent poles: Ramesh and his friend Kamila had been hanged, then spitted through the belly with spears. The corpses swung slowly in the dawn breeze. Their eyes were open, their mouths frozen in soundless screams.


			Mehtan Ali followed his gaze. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said, with immense satisfaction. ‘It is a momentous day. A day of great victories.’


		




		

			PART ONE


			IN SEARCH OF LANKA


		




		

			CHAPTER ONE


			A Secret Wedding, and After


			Pushkar, Rajasthan, March 2011


			Amanjit Singh Bajaj rode a white horse, wearing a heavy white sherwani and a red turban. He carried a gold-hilted scimitar. About him, a small group of family and friends danced and sang with the band, a loose gaggle of trumpeters, cymbal-bangers, drummers and fire-eaters, as they clamoured through the streets of Pushkar. Before them was the final climb to the Brahma temple, where his beloved awaited him. They had a Sikh giani and a Hindu pandit, for this ceremony was going to be a weird blend of Sikh and Hindu traditions – one to make the traditionalists wince, not that he cared. He grinned down at his mother Kiran, clad in her widow’s garb, looking torn between tears and happiness. He smirked at his brother Bishin, who was dancing with an impossibly lovely local girl in a pale yellow sari. He tossed money to the musicians to keep them playing hard, all the while laughing for such joy that he could almost ignore the strangeness of it all.


			For this wasn’t Pushkar at all – not the real Pushkar, anyway. This was a secret Pushkar, a Pushkar few could find – but he and Vikram Khandavani, his soul-brother, could. Vikram was his stepbrother too, son of his mother’s dead husband. Vikram was flanking the procession; it was he who’d brought the families from real Pushkar to this other place so they could bear witness as Amanjit married his beloved Deepika. They’d told the guests it was an exclusive theme park, for in this hidden Pushkar, the town was still mediaeval, with no electricity, no cars, no reception for their mobiles. There were horses on the streets, and far fewer people. If they’d looked closely enough, they might even have been able to discern that the moon was not a lump of inert rock orbiting the Earth, but a silver chariot driven by a god. This Pushkar was truly legendary: one of those rare spots where belief had generated a different place right around the corner from reality.


			So far, none of his family had noticed the lack of power lines or vehicles in the streets, or the out-of-time locals; they were admiring the costumes, pointing at the armoured swordsmen on the streets and laughingly keeping an eye out for demons – all just part of the entertainment, something to marvel at while drinking and partying. Very Punjabi, he thought, smiling.


			He looked over at Vikram, who was shadowing the procession, holding a bow and poised for action. Vikram was no longer the skinny, short-sighted young man he’d first met. He’d never be tall, but he was all toned, lean muscle. His hair had grown and was now caught back in a ponytail. He had an erect bearing and an air of grace and command about him; his eyes, filled with knowledge and old sorrow, made him look older than his years. In a way, he was: Vikram could remember all his past lives, and perform feats far beyond normal men. He was Amanjit’s closest friend, and when he married Amanjit’s sister Rasita, they would truly be brothers.


			His smile faltered when he thought of Ras. Where is she? Is she safe?


			It was hard to ignore such burning questions, but he was resolved to, for Deepika’s sake. With a prayer, he pushed Ras’ image to the back of his mind; this wasn’t the day to dwell on such things. He waved at Vikram, then nudged his horse around the final bend and looked up, seeking his bride.


			There she was! At the top of the stairs Deepika waited for him, shining like an angel in the midst of bewildered-looking girlfriends, cousins and parents. She was wrapped in a scarlet wedding sari stiff with embroidery and decoration and glittering with gems and sequins. Her lovely face peered out from between the folds of the pallu. When she met his eyes, his heart sped.


			Today, finally, they were going to marry.


			He looked back at Vikram, who gave a taut smile. Be happy, Amanjit-bhai, his eyes said, then he looked away and Amanjit guessed he was thinking of Rasita too.


			We’ll get her back, brother. Have faith.


			Then his eyes went forward again, and all he could think of was how his heart might burst before he was married, it was hammering so hard.


			*


			A week after the wedding found Vikram in the courtyard of the Brahma temple, bare-chested, going through a sword drill . . . again. Apart from an ancient man in orange robes with dreadlocks past his knees, he was alone. Somewhere in the raja’s palace, Amanjit and Deepika were also alone, but together, laughing, joking, holding hands – being in love. Being married. They were two halves of a whole and it was beautiful to see, even if that was denied him, for now at least.


			Memories of the wedding flooded back: the love, the laughter, the singing, the music, the dancing – all night, like dervishes! Even he had been able to put all his fears aside for a while.


			‘Focus, Chand,’ Sage Vishwamitra warned again. He had called Vikram ‘Chand’ over many lifetimes; he was too old to change now, he said.


			Vikram stopped and refocused, centring his balance and flexing. ‘Sorry, Guru-ji.’


			‘A poorly executed drill cheats only yourself,’ Vishwamitra told him for the third time that morning. ‘Again – and perfect, this time, please.’


			This time Vikram threw himself into the routine, sending the blade flashing about him, each movement graceful and as good as it could be. He wasn’t as blindingly fast or powerful as Amanjit, but he was still pretty damn good, and by the time he’d finished, he was breathing hard and sweating.


			He gulped down some water, then sat with the sage and gazed out through the gates towards the lake. Sunshine glittered distantly on water. In the real world, an inept de-silting operation had left the lake all but dried up, but in this legend-place it was full – it still had fish and even crocodiles in it. Vikram had been told that in the real world, worshippers long ago used to allow themselves to be eaten by the crocodiles – it was said to be good luck, although presumably in their next life!


			Good luck for the crocodile, anyway . . .


			After the wedding, Vikram had taken the guests, who all believed they had been in some beautiful mediaeval theme park near Pushkar, back to the real world. This was the last day of Amanjit and Deepika’s brief honeymoon; tomorrow they too would resume training – they couldn’t afford to set aside any more time for pleasure, not with so much at stake. The wedding had been important and necessary, but now it was time to refocus on an ages-old conflict that appeared to be coming to a head.


			‘Have you formulated a plan?’ Vishwamitra asked.


			‘Tentatively, Guru-ji,’ Vikram replied, ‘but I haven’t talked it through with Amanjit and Dee yet, so nothing is set in stone.’ He ticked off the points on his fingers as he explained. ‘So, here’s the basic idea: we’re guessing Ravindra has taken Rasita to “Lanka”, which we presume is actually “Sri Lanka”, as the Ramayana tells. When Ravindra set up the ritual in Mandore, he needed to kill each of the queens while they were wearing their heart-stones, and that went wrong when Padma, who’s now Ras, gave her brother Shastri, or Amanjit, her heart-stone to give to me, and I – as Aram Dhoop, obviously – rescued Dee, or Darya, as she was. So he doesn’t have everything he needs. He’s got Ras, but not her heart-stone. He has Deepika’s heart-stone, but not Dee – and he thinks she’s dead. And he seems to need to kill me, which he hasn’t done either.’ His face clouded. ‘Yet.’


			The sage put a hand on his arm. ‘In the Ramayana, Ravana tries to seduce Sita; he does not use violence against her. So she should be physically safe, and I am quite sure you can count on her loyalty. She will not be seduced. You know that.’


			Vikram didn’t feel so sure; his past lives had told him that flesh and will could sometimes be weak, even in the strongest person. ‘In the Ramayana, yes – but we don’t know why a lot of what we do appears to be mirroring the Ramayana, or why sometimes it doesn’t. Like Deepika and what happened to her: she transforms into the Goddess Kali when she loses her temper – but Kali isn’t part of the Ramayana, is she? So even now, we don’t know the rules! We don’t know anything for sure. How do we know that in this life, Ravindra has to seduce her at all? Maybe he’ll just kill her? Or rape her? He might have already . . . and we’ve done nothing.’ He hung his head, distraught at his helplessness.


			Vishwamitra put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Chand, this delay has been unavoidable. For a start, you all needed rest – your last encounters with the enemy left you all on the verge of collapse. And now Amanjit has made the breakthrough and can use the astras, he must be trained: you know this. Deepika too has work to do: she must learn to control and channel her fury, and to mask herself so that she is not revealed to Ravindra.’


			Vikram nodded gloomily. ‘And just to make life more interesting, we also have to prevent Uncle Charanpreet from getting all Amanjit’s mum’s money, and Tanita from getting all Dad’s money. And we have to find Sue Parker. And clear our names over Sunita’s death.’ He sighed wearily. ‘I barely know where to start.’


			Vishwamitra grinned through broken teeth. ‘Yes, you do have a few things to focus on – but I will give you this advice: don’t let the magnitude of your tasks overwhelm you. Great journeys are made up of small steps, Chand, and small steps are always achievable.’


			Vikram smiled. ‘You’re right as usual, Guru-ji.’ He stood up and stretched, then picked up a bow and strung it. ‘I’d better get back to my drills.’ He grinned mischievously. ‘Is there anything you’d like demolished?’


			*


			They set up a broken wagon in a field outside the town. Mythic Pushkar was eerily devoid of humanity, and perhaps all the better for it – there were no roads or refuse-pits, no continual rumbling traffic or constantly smoking fires. This was still a pristine place of gentle breezes and clean streams, plentiful birds and wildlife. Snakes coiled on rocks; lizards basked. Foxes would steal past, and deer gambolled in the glades. It would be an easy place to live.


			But Vikram knew he’d have no peace until he saved Rasita and slew his Enemy. Maybe when all this is done, I’ll live here in the myth-lands, happily ever after . . . But he couldn’t picture such a time. In life after life, he’d failed – why should this one be any different?


			He readied his bow, drew it and awaited Vishwamitra’s command.


			‘Aindra-astra!’ the old sage shouted.


			Vikram muttered the incantation and fired, and his arrow burst apart as it flew, becoming a vast shower of shafts that arced and then slammed into the wagon and the area about it. He’d split it into at least four dozen arrows.


			‘Focus, Chand!’ cried Vishwamitra; Vikram knew it was at best a moderate effort – he’d achieved more. ‘Agniyastra!’


			This time the arrow burst into flames as it flew, striking the wagon like a rocket, blasting a hole in its side and setting it alight.


			‘Varuna-astra!’ the sage yelled, barely giving him time to examine the results, and the next arrow became a torrent of water that extinguished the flames.


			Vikram was panting a little more now, as each arrow drew something from him. Legend said that the astras were gifts of the gods, but to Vikram, the vital energy that empowered his astras had always come from within; he’d never sensed any divine presence when using them. They left him tired, hollowed out inside, as if the marrow of his bones had been sucked out.


			‘Naga-astra!’


			His next shaft became a snake, a common brown, that struck a pole beside the wagon and wrapped itself around, biting the pole, then slithering down it and wriggling away. In a few minutes, it would be an arrow again, lying in the dirt, twisted and unusable.


			‘Nagapastra!’


			This time the arrow split into a host of snakes that hammered against the wagon and lay there stunned, then twisted into a pile of wood shavings.


			‘Vavayastra!’


			The arrow vanished, but a vicious gust of wind slammed against the wagon and flipped it over and over before dissipating.


			‘Suryastra!’


			A brilliant light that outshone the sun lit the field like a flare, and both men had to shield their eyes.


			‘Good, Chand, good!’ the sage called. ‘Now the vajra!’


			Vikram fired the arrow straight up and it exploded far above into a bolt of lightning that blasted the wagon in a dazzling flash that looked like a tear in the fabric of the world. His hair stood on end as the current earthed, and when he could open his eyes again, what was left of the wagon was gently smouldering, although sparks were still leaping on the metal parts.


			Vishwamitra laughed aloud. His dreadlocks had lifted about him from the static charge, looking like rays of a grimy sun. The old guru muttered a word and earthed the current through his wooden staff, causing his locks to flop back down about his face. He chuckled merrily. ‘You are a shocking pupil, Chand,’ he joked, as he always did at this point in the routine. ‘Now – the mohini!’ He gestured, and a gaudy bipedal reptile, human-sized and brandishing a sword, appeared a hundred yards away, roared and sprinted at Vikram.


			The mohini arrow sliced through the illusory being and immediately sucked the magic into itself. Having destroyed the spell, the shaft hung in the air, crackling, then twisted and burned to ash.


			‘And finally, the parvata-astra!’


			Vikram took his last arrow from the quiver and fired. The arrowhead grew as it flashed towards the charred remains of the wagon, becoming a rock the size of a boulder. It shattered the remnants into splinters and tangled metal. He panted, feeling a little woozy.


			Vishwamitra patted him on the shoulder. ‘Well done, Chand, well done. Come, let us return home and rest. And you can tell me of other astras you know on the way back.’


			*


			It was in the 1140s that Chand, as he was named in that life, had first come to the gurukul; it was there the guru Vishwamitra had discovered that he was one of a tiny number of warriors who could summon the astras. He’d been trained under intense secrecy, but he had left the ashram before completing that training, for he wouldn’t be parted from his best friend, Prithviraj Chauhan.


			After recovering his past-life memories in later lives in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, he had returned to finish his training – then the gurukul had vanished and he’d not found it again . . . until, just a few weeks ago, while hunting Rasita’s heart-stone, he’d chanced upon Master Vishwamitra again, here in Pushkar.


			Vishwamitra claimed he’d adopted the name of the legendary sage who’d taught Rama in the Ramayana, but as he dwelt more and more in the myth-lands, he barely aged.


			In almost all his lives since Chand Bardai, Vikram had used astras in secret, when it was necessary; he had even invented some of his own. But this time his past-life memories were still patchy, so it was good to have this time with his guru, to be reminded of things he had genuinely forgotten, and to polish his technique.


			‘The other legendary astras are these, Guruji,’ he said now as he walked beside the spry old man. ‘The twashtar confuses a body of men, disorientating and stunning them, making them see friends as enemies for a time, or setting them wandering aimlessly. It’s useful against unsuspecting enemies, but not in battle, where the reality of the situation will quickly refocus the mind.’


			‘Correct. And you told me you used the sammohana, the sleep arrow, recently?’


			‘Yes, Guru-ji – but it’s only really useful against people who are already drowsy. It doesn’t do any lasting harm, but the victim can be woken easily, so the sammohana is not useful in combat, only in situations requiring stealth.’


			‘And you have invented some astras of your own?’


			‘Yes, Guruji. A musafir. It’s a traveller arrow; you hang on to it, or ride it; you can fly through the air for miles and miles. Then there’s a seeker arrow that can usually find a person you know by pointing towards them. And a shielding arrow, which operates like a missile defence system, shooting down incoming fire, even lots of arrows, although it doesn’t work so well if the incoming arrow is also an astra. You need a mohini then.’


			‘Well done. You must show me these new innovations. We’re never too old to learn new tricks, eh?’ He chuckled to himself. ‘But what of the three Greater Astras, Chand – the Trimurti astras?’


			‘No,’ Vikram admitted, ‘I’ve never been able to work them out, Guruji. For me, the power and energy of my astras come from myself, so if I empower too many arrows, I get tired out really fast. But the Greater Astras – in legend, they’re a boon of the greater gods. The Trimurti astras are supposed to come from Brahma, Shiva and Vishnu, and you once told me that a man can only summon each of them once, and they are unstoppable and all-powerful – but I don’t know how. You’ve never told me and I’ve never been able to figure it out.’


			Vishwamitra looked thoughtful. ‘We are made of energy, Chand – all things are. Our bodies are billions of particles zooming about each other, each unaware of the whole, all bound together by energy. That is a great source of power. But when you expend energy, you deplete yourself.’


			Vikram already knew this, but he listened patiently as he explained, ‘The world about you is also made of energy and you can draw on that too – in fact, learn to do that, and you will be able to fire astras tirelessly. Only when you have made this connection will you be able to draw upon the power of the Trimurti arrows.’


			‘But the gods—’


			‘I cannot speak for the gods. I have known men who needed faith and prayer to invoke these astras, and others who didn’t. You’ll find your own path to them. Energies of creation, preservation and destruction surround us. Whether they are personalised forces – gods – or impersonal energies that we have imagined as godlike personas is irrelevant for our purpose. What matters is that these energies are real. Draw on them, and your astras will go from being the small combat weapons they are now to major forces of destruction. The Brahmastra of Brahma, the Pashupatastra of Shiva and the Vaishnava-astra of Vishnu never miss, and are said to be able to kill a god or destroy an army. If you can draw on the energies that flow around you instead of taking only from within, these weapons will be open to you. And remember, in the Ramayana, it is a Brahmastra that slays Ravana. It may be that only such a weapon can truly kill Ravindra-Raj forever and break this cycle you are trapped in.’


			Vikram stared thoughtfully at the ground as they trudged on in silence. There was little comfort in the guru’s words. He had really been hoping he was ready to face Ravindra, but Vishwamitra was clearly suggesting he wasn’t.


			He gritted his teeth and set his jaw. I have to learn more. I have no choice.


			*


			That evening, Amanjit and Deepika joined Vikram and Vishwamitra for dinner. The newlyweds sat together and touched each other constantly, leaning into each other, sharing intimate looks and knowing smiles.


			Past lives whispered to him, reminding Vikram of what they had and all he’d lost: as Chand, married to Kamla; as Doc, dancing with Crazy Jane; as Mark Mutlow with Emily before the bottle took him. Other lives flashed before him, other names, other women, and his thoughts went to Sue Parker, who was missing, possibly even dead. It had been confusing, even frightening, being with her, but she was his reincarnated ex-wife and he still cared for her.


			And I cannot think of you at all, Rasita, without all my fears overwhelming me.


			As if they sensed his sadness, Deepika and Amanjit moved fractionally apart and turned their attention to him. They discussed his plans and agreed that Sri Lanka was their obvious destination, then moved onto ideas of how they would counter Uncle Charanpreet’s malicious lawsuit against Amanjit’s mother before tossing around increasingly crazy ideas on how to clear their names of the Bollywood murder of the century – for who would believe a centuries-old demon had killed Sunita Ashoka?


			Vikram’s eyes kept returning to the incense brazier, imagining he could see Rasita’s face there. He stroked the heart-stone in his breast pocket and sent her his love. 


		




		

			CHAPTER TWO


			Isle of the Demon-King


			Lanka, March 2011


			Some days, it was as if Vikram were beside her, holding her hand, keeping her strong.


			Other days, Rasita wanted to strangle him. Her trust in him had been fractured by a handful of photographs of him kissing Sue Parker on a shadowy balcony that looked like a hotel in Udaipur. They were grainy and blurred, but he and Sue were unmistakeable.


			Did it go further between them? Did they go inside that hotel room and—


			Please, no!


			Such thoughts had driven her from her bed to the balcony, where she sat wrapped in a blanket against the pre-dawn chill, her legs hugged to her chest as she watched the dawn slowly bloom. The stars, looking so bright and close, were fading as the sky changed from indigo to a silvery blue-grey and the eastern horizon brightened to rosy gold. Here, every day was exactly like the one before: the perfect golden sun – if you squinted, you could make out the chariot of Surya and his horses – rose, and the marble and gilt palace awoke. With each day that passed, it was harder to remember her past life.


			Noises from inside told her that her maid, Kaineskeya, had arrived. The girl looked about fourteen, and was pretty if you discounted her budding deer-antlers and back-jointed legs.


			Kaineskeya peered around the curtains and brightly wished her good morning.


			There was nothing good about the morning, to Ras’ mind. Her skin was itching; she had only the small basin to wash from because she refused to use the communal baths below. Her hair felt greasy and her body was beginning to make her own nose wrinkle.


			‘I want to wash,’ she told Kaineskeya. ‘Properly, I mean – I want a bath.’


			‘Then you must come to the bathing pools, mistress,’ Kaineskeya replied. The girl was never less than cheerful, even when Rasita screeched at her, which she’d done many times since her arrival, sick with fear and dreading that at any moment Ravindra would arrive, drag her to the bedroom and take what he wanted.


			‘I want to wash here!’ she demanded.


			‘I’m sorry, mistress, but we all wash in the bathing pools. They are under the women’s palace, on the west side. It isn’t far.’


			‘I’m not going to bathe in front of all you animals,’ Ras snarled.


			‘We’re not actually animals,’ Kaineskeya replied cheerfully, as if instructing an ignorant child. ‘We asuras are people, just like you. And there are actually human slaves here too, in Lower Town.’


			‘Slaves?’ Ras was appalled. ‘You keep human slaves?’


			‘Oh yes, it’s quite normal. Because they live here, they don’t age. Some have been with us for centuries and won their freedom. And the pens are quite well-kept, you know—’


			‘Pens?’ Ras pulled a face. ‘Go away to your duties.’


			Kaineskeya curtseyed, smiled her irritatingly happy smile and vanished back into the apartment, and Ras went back to brooding as the palace and the city below woke.


			She’d lost count of the days she’d been here – although it couldn’t have been more than a couple of weeks since Ravindra – or ‘the Ravan’, as everyone called him here – had clasped her to him and borne her on the back of a naga, a giant winged snake, to this fantastical island fortress. He hadn’t come near her since; perhaps he thought she just needed time to get over the horror of seeing him kill Deepika? Perhaps it was the first phase of a campaign to win her over. She didn’t care. She hated him, and that would never change.


			It was days before she could stop crying. Her last sight of Deepika haunted her: the girl transfigured into a black-skinned being that looked a lot like the goddess Kali. Ravindra had almost slashed her to pieces before sending her tumbling into the well at Panchavati, then the ground had collapsed about her, leaving her buried in the soil. She would always hate Ravindra for taking Deepika’s life.


			But it was hard to focus on hatred and revenge when she was so alone, in this weirdly tranquil place. At first she refused to eat, but she couldn’t sustain that, and when she relented, she found the fruits and breads succulent and wholesome. And the wine which her horned servant girl brought in the evening was divine: unearthly, and dangerously heady.


			The palace was set within a walled city on an island, but an island so large that the sea was only visible to the southwest, some miles away. It was richly forested, dark verdant trees fringing the plain where the city stood. The stream disappeared beneath the city into a vast underground drainage system. The fortress, the city and the island were called Lanka.


			Ras was being housed in a tower in the citadel. Facing north, from her balcony, she could see the lower town below her, where thousands of demon and human residents lived. She wasn’t sure if ‘demon’ was the right word any more; the asuras didn’t seem so unearthly and evil when she watched them from up here going about their normal everyday tasks like any human would. The word ‘asura’ might be synonymous with ‘demon’ at home, but here it was just a name, with no connotations of demons or evil.


			The citadel was where the rakshasa, the asura lords, lived; if she’d understood Kaineskeya, the rakshasa were capable of using magic. From her tower, the city had an orderly, precise look to it. Farms all around the city provided for the inhabitants, but the asuras sometimes raided the human world for conveniences, Kaineskeya had told her.


			The little maid poked her nose through the balcony curtains again. ‘Breakfast is here, Lady,’ she called. ‘Fresh eggs, poached as you like them. Shall I bring your plate out?’


			Ras scowled miserably, but nodded. Kaineskeya fussed over her, placing a tray and pouring freshly squeezed orange juice, and making a great show of grinding pepper over the eggs.


			Yawning, Ras tucked in.


			‘Did you sleep well, Lady?’ Kaineskeya asked, as she did every morning.


			Ras flinched. ‘No.’


			She feared the night-time the most. Lying alone in her bed, she flinched at every sound, afraid it might be Ravindra, about to burst through her door. When she did doze off, she was beset by bad dreams, always the same, and vividly frightening: in them she was a ghost, lost and hungry, stalking a strange forest. Mewling with thirst and longing, she snatched eggs from nests, only for them to crumble to dust in her bony hands. These visions scared her hugely, because she knew they weren’t true dreams, but the thoughts of her other self – the ghost of Padma, a lost part of her fractured soul. Padma was seeking her, and she had an implacable hunger.


			She finished her breakfast, then sat scratching her head glumly. I stink, she realised. My armpits stink and the hair is growing and my legs need shaving and my crotch is smelly and I hate myself.


			It occurred to her that she’d been subconsciously trying to make herself repulsive so that Ravindra wouldn’t come near her, but she couldn’t take it any more, all that itching and scratching and rubbing and wallowing in misery.


			‘All right,’ she snapped abruptly, pushing away the tray, ‘take me to the baths.’


			Kaineskeya clapped her hands as if this were a truly happy event. ‘I’ll show you the way,’ she chirped, and Ras left her apartment for the first time in weeks. The little servant led her through a maze of corridors and down grand staircases to a huge chamber of marble pools deep beneath the women’s wing. At the door, she stopped and stared at the naked demon-women swimming, frolicking or gathered together chattering. The combinations of animal and human forms made them look very alien, in some cases downright hideous, to Rasita’s eyes, especially those who were closer to beast than human – although none could have been taken for normal. There were human bodies with the heads of cows or pigs or wolves; one female torso was topped by a thick python head. Some had lovely bodies and an alien beauty, even with their beastly features. It took Rasita a moment to realise that none of them were old, and there were no children.


			As she entered, the room fell silent and the asuras all turned to watch. Their eyes were as varied as their bodies, many slit-pupiled, some fiery, or pure black, like holes in space. They tittered as Ras disrobed and closed in, circling about her. A few bared teeth as Ras lowered herself into the warm water, trying to hide her terror. She was determined to do this.


			Kaineskeya was already in the water. She stroked Rasita’s shoulder soothingly. ‘They won’t harm you, mistress. They are your subjects.’


			‘Don’t touch me,’ Ras snapped, then she added, ‘Make them go away. Don’t let them look at me.’


			‘But you must get used to them, and they to you,’ Kaineskeya told her calmly. ‘You will learn to love them as they learn to love you.’


			Ras looked at the grotesque bodies and faces with their chilling eyes and pressed herself against the wall of the pool. ‘Make them go away,’ she said, her voice breaking.


			Kaineskeya clapped her hands. ‘Look at you!’ she told the gathered she-demons. ‘Look at you, scaring the queen! She is your new mother – give her privacy and your respect!’ She followed that with a torrent of words in her own tongue and to Ras’ surprise, they listened and started backing away.


			‘Just another queen,’ hissed one in Hindi, as she moved away. ‘Another cruel queen.’


			‘My mistress is not like the Shadow Queens,’ Kaineskeya replied, lifting her head possessively. ‘She is a true queen. She will heal our Lord: she will make him strong and good again.’


			The asuras muttered sourly, but moved to the far recesses of the baths, giving Ras space.


			I’m not their queen, Ras thought. I’m the only normal person in a freak asylum. She turned away and tried to wrap herself in solitude as she scrubbed the filth away, but Kaineskeya stayed beside her. Rasita had to admit that her skinny, girlish body was almost normal – if you disregarded her claw-like fingernails, backward-hinged furry legs and the budding antlers on her brow.


			None of the women spoke to Rasita, but they bombarded Kaineskeya with a barrage of questions in their own language. She answered most, though some she waved away scornfully.


			‘What are they saying to you?’ Rasita asked reluctantly when there was a pause.


			‘They are saying that you are very beautiful, mistress.’


			Rasita snorted. No one had ever called her beautiful – she was too skinny, too sickly and pinch-faced to be thought of as pretty. But she was vaguely aware that this was changing; since her spirit had joined with Sunita Ashoka, her health had definitely improved, and she had begun to develop the curves of a mature woman. Her face was losing its normal hollow, gaunt aspect and as she washed it now, she realised her hair was no longer straggly and limp. These changes might have pleased her at another time, but here and now, they felt horribly dangerous, as though she were no longer fully herself.


			The asura women went back to plying Kaineskeya with questions and the maid told Ras, ‘They are asking if you dance – if you sing. And they want to know many other things,’ she added.


			She could tell Kaineskeya was sheltering her; some of the comments had been accompanied by expressions that suggested they were lewd or antagonistic. She averted her eyes from the demon-women again, not wanting to keep looking at such an array of strange flesh, alien faces and piercing eyes. ‘I’m clean now. Let’s go.’


			As she rose from the pool, water streaming down her body, she was acutely aware of her nakedness, and was grateful to wrap herself in the towel Kaineskeya handed her. When she was dry, the asura handed her a fresh silk robe. ‘Your old clothes are filthy and silly-looking,’ she sniffed. ‘Shall I have them burned?’


			Ras looked shocked. ‘No, don’t burn them!’ They felt like a lifeline to her own world: a reminder that she hadn’t always been in this strange place. ‘I want them washed and mended.’


			She tried to remember the route as they returned, but there were so many twisting corridors . . .


			While Kaineskeya cleaned the apartment, Rasita went up to her roof garden and sat beneath a pagoda, staring out over the city of the demons, which was gleaming in the sunlight with a soft creamy-golden hue. Beyond the walls, the green plains ended in lush forests. She looked mostly to the southwest, where there was a distant sea view; sometimes it was full, other times it receded some distance, but very gently, not like an ocean with big waves. The wind from that quarter smelled as much of silt and mud as it did of salt.


			The city was not at all what she would have thought a city of demons might be like. She’d pictured torture chambers and grim battlements with heads on spikes, but this place was more like some Mediterranean resort in a travel brochure, with blue swimming pools and colourful gardens full of bright flowers. But fierce beast-faced asura warriors patrolled the walls, and the little bat-faced baital circled above at night.


			I am alone here. There is no one like me in all the fortress.


			No one but Him.


			*


			‘Call me Keke,’ Kaineskeya told her. ‘Everyone else does.’


			Rasita tried to ignore the girl; she didn’t want to like her, but she was the only company she had, and in truth, she was sweetness itself. As the days passed, a routine was established; Kaineskeya took Ras’ tantrums and weeping storms and gave back sympathy. She protected Rasita from the other asura women. She played chess or cards with her when she was asked. She brought treats from the kitchen and arranged musicians to entertain her. She wore Rasita down with kindness.


			In this fragile normality, Ras began to hope that maybe Ravindra had forgotten about her. She started to sleep better, not always dreaming the ghost-dreams, and as she awakened refreshed, the face in the mirror grew softer in outline and the darkness beneath the eyes faded. Her hair looked lustrous.


			‘Keke,’ she asked one morning as the girl mopped, moving as if to unheard music, ‘how old are you?’


			Kaineskeya paused, frowning. ‘I don’t know, mistress. A few hundred years, I think.’


			A few hundred years!


			‘How can you not know?’


			‘We don’t count time here, mistress. And sometimes, it’s as if we all sleep.’


			Rasita puzzled over this. ‘What do you mean?’


			Keke shrugged. ‘Lanka without the King is like a clock with no battery. Everything stops.’


			Ras didn’t like this reminder of Ravindra or his powers; she hadn’t seen him since that awful night when Deepika had fallen down the well, and she had no wish to. ‘Everything stops?’ she echoed doubtfully.


			‘Well, we don’t actually stop. It’s just that without him there is no direction, no purpose. But he is back now, and everything is waking up again,’ Keke enthused. ‘His sons are returning – Lord Indrajit is coming back, they say.’


			Rasita recognised the name: in the Ramayana, Indrajit was the greatest of the demon-warriors apart from Ravana himself – he nearly killed Rama and Lakshmana. But he’d been killed, hadn’t he? Why was he supposedly alive, here? Why were any of these beings alive?


			‘Keke, do you know the tale of the Ramayana?’


			‘Of course. It’s mostly just a fable, but there are some true things in it.’


			‘In the Ramayana, Ravana dies,’ Rasita said, watching her carefully for her reaction. ‘So do Indrajit and all his captains. So how are they here now?’


			Keke frowned and was silent for so long that Ras wondered if maybe she’d asked a forbidden question. But eventually she responded, her voice more measured than usual, ‘The old ones say that after the great war, Vibhishana the traitor, Ravana’s younger brother, was left here as King of Lanka. For a time it was hard for him, but he won over the people. Then, after many lives of men, the rakshasa lords were reborn, as part of the cycle of rebirth. They took Vibhishana away and he was never seen again. It made the asura sad, because the new masters were harsh and cruel.’


			‘What about Ravana?’ Rasita asked eagerly.


			Keke shrugged. ‘We always knew that one day he would return, because his soul is on the wheel of rebirth. And now he has – now, everything is going to work out!’ She spoke so brightly that Ras could scarcely credit they were talking about the same thing.


			‘Keke, you’re talking about a man who has abducted me—’


			‘You will come to love him,’ Keke replied, her face radiating infuriating happiness.


			‘Never! Don’t you realise that the Ramayana is re-enacting itself? Vikram and Amanjit are going to kill him, and I’ll dance on his grave.’


			‘No, not this time,’ the maid responded brightly. ‘This time will be different. The wrongs will be righted and you will give your love to the Ravan and he will be restored. We all know this.’ She spoke as if speaking of some ancient prophecy in a fairy story.


			Her blind faith made Rasita shudder. ‘Leave: I wish to be alone,’ she snapped, sick to the stomach suddenly.


			‘Mistress, why do you resist?’ Kaineskeya asked. ‘The king is a mighty lover and a great man. He will heal you and make you whole. Then you will reign here for all eternity, in joy and fulfilment. It is written.’


			Rasita straightened. ‘Go – get out,’ she shrieked, in sudden fury. ‘Get out get out get out!’


			*


			‘Poor Keke,’ purred a darkly melodious voice behind her, some hours later. ‘She is quite tearful today.’


			Rasita whirled in sudden fright. She’d been standing at the edge of her rooftop garden, wondering if she should just jump and end it all. It was only the hope that Vikram would come soon that kept her here.


			She faced her abductor, trying not to let him see how badly she was trembling.


			Ravindra still inhabited the body of the Mumbai detective, Majid Khan: beautiful, sensual, familiar and frightening. He wore a moustache now, a flowing one above a clean-shaven chin. His eyes were golden and his hair flowed to his shoulders. He wore an open-fronted shirt, and his torso rippled with muscle: he looked like a male model from a magazine. His muscular legs were sheathed in golden pantaloons, and he had a curved dagger tucked in a waist-belt.


			Golden armlets and earrings glittered, but her eyes went straight to his throat, to the four smoky crystals hanging from a gold chain: the heart-stones of the surviving queens of Mandore – except her own. Two had been destroyed in Mumbai, and hers remained hidden – or with Vikram, she hoped fervently.


			She backed to the edge of the rooftop as he glided closer. Is this it? Is he going to—?


			‘Stay away from me!’ she cried. ‘Stay away, or I’ll jump—’


			He put a hand on a curved marble pillar and gave her a calm, quizzical look. ‘Why?’


			‘Why?’ She spluttered. ‘Because I’m not going to let you get your filthy hands on me, not ever, you stinking, kidnapping murderer!’


			She expected mockery or anger, but instead he replied calmly, ‘I will not lay a finger on you without your permission, Rasita.’


			‘Then let me go, because that will be never.’


			He was shaking his head as he said, ‘I can’t just let you go, Rasita. I need you here. But I swear that you have the freedom of Lanka, and the allegiance of all who dwell within it.’


			‘I don’t want their damned allegiance – I don’t want yours, demon.’


			‘“Demon?” What is a demon? You know the word “demonised”, I take it? It means to besmirch the reputation of someone so that they are considered evil, subhuman – which is precisely what Valmiki and his poison-penned poets did to me when they wrote the Ramayana.’


			She stared at him. She wanted to rage at this glib response, but the part of her that was far older than her teenage years – the Sunita part of her, the inherited soul inside – told her to wait. To think.


			‘You expect me to accept that? That you’re just misunderstood, that you never meant to hunt down and kill my friends in life after life? That you’re not a killer now?’ Her voice came out hoarse and shaky, at the edge of breaking.


			‘I don’t deny anything I’ve done in the past,’ he replied. ‘But just as you have been learning in this life, so have I. I’m finding this place as strange as you are, Rasita. A kingdom which thinks I’m their king. I’m learning that I’ve made awful mistakes in my past lives. I’m discovering things that have eluded me for centuries. For millennia. But I’m resolved to be the king I was born to be.’


			Can I credit that? she wondered. Or is it just more lies?


			‘What part does holding me a prisoner play in that?’ she demanded. ‘What is it you want from me?’


			‘To be my queen,’ he answered immediately. ‘Willingly and joyously.’


			Impossible. ‘You will never have that,’ she told him.


			‘Rasita, I know it seems that way to you now, but there’s more to learn. You were born to be my queen, as you once were, so many lives ago. You don’t remember, but I’ll help you.’


			Again, she swallowed the urge to shriek at him that she would never be his queen. Sunita inside told her that she could reject what he said, and could still be regal about it. Shame him, and his lies, the former Queen of Bollywood told her.


			‘I don’t care what you want,’ she said icily. ‘I thank you for the “mercy” of not ravishing me, but if you expect gratitude, you’re mistaken.’


			Ravindra sighed wryly, as if this were to be expected. ‘I merely came to enquire after your comfort. Have you been well cared for? Is there anything you need? Do you wish for company beyond Keke? Several of the young women have asked permission to attend upon you, to talk with you.’


			‘I don’t want anyone’s company.’


			‘Then what of creature comforts? Is there anything of your old life you need?’


			Very well, she thought, let’s test the limits.


			‘I want a television set and a radio. And a mobile phone.’


			‘I am afraid electronic goods do not function well here,’ he told her, sounding genuinely apologetic. ‘It’s the nature of this place.’


			‘Then I want books.’


			He bowed. ‘At last, something I can provide. Give Keke a list.’


			‘I want a copy of the Ramayana,’ she demanded truculently, interested to see how he reacted.


			Ravindra smiled maddeningly. ‘Of course.’


			‘And is there a shrine? I want to pray . . . to Rama. And Vishnu.’


			He laughed aloud. ‘I’m sorry, this is not a Hindu society. In fact, we are pagan.’


			That stopped her in mid-flow. ‘But the legends say Ravana was an acolyte of Shiva.’ She frowned, interested despite herself.


			‘Then the legends must be wrong again, my dear.’


			‘I’m not your “dear”,’ she snapped. ‘Don’t call me that.’


			‘As you wish.’


			She glared at him. ‘How are you even real?’


			‘Ah. I heard you’d asked this question. Be patient and I am sure all will come clear.’


			She turned away, hoping he would get bored and leave, but he remained.


			After a moment he started, ‘Listen, Rasita; there is something serious I must talk to you about. As we now know, when you died without your heart-stone in your previous life in Mandore, your soul divided into three. Two parts – you and Sunita Ashoka – have been reunited, but what is left is the ghost of Queen Padma. Keke says you have nightmares of Padma’s ghost, and that tells me you are in imminent danger from it.’


			She lifted her head defiantly. ‘What danger could be worse than my current plight?’


			Ravindra frowned. ‘You have seen my queens: would you truly want to become one of them? Rasita, in all your lives since Mandore, the ghost of Padma was either blind to you, or more afraid of you than you of it – but not any longer. It is seeking you now, and you are sensing its approach. In these myth-lands, a ghost is far more formidable and complex to deal with than in your world. Only the person the ghost is haunting can bring it peace – and no force known can stop it or turn it aside.’


			She stared at him, trying to read his face. Was this true, or just half-truths and lies? What did he want? ‘In Jodhpur I stabbed it with silver and made it go away,’ she told him.


			He bowed his head. ‘That was in your world. Now you’re here.’


			‘Then take me back.’


			He shook his head, half-amused. ‘Impossible, and futile. In your world it will still hunt you, and in any case, it cannot be destroyed. Nothing would be resolved. This situation must end, Rasita. The ghost suffers and only you can lay it to rest. But you could also die, be swallowed up by it, and if that were to happen you would become like Halika and my other queens: a living-dead thing, until I can find your heart-stone and Darya’s ghost and complete the Mandore ritual.’


			She shuddered at this dismal prospect. It offered no escape, and no hope.


			‘Alternatively, if you deal with Padma’s spectre, it will complete your rehabilitation: you will finally have normal health. You will be whole.’


			Put like that, it sounded like she had no choice. ‘So what do I have to do?’


			‘Face it, and take it into you,’ Ravindra replied. ‘But be warned: it will destroy you unless you accept protection.’


			‘What sort of protection?’


			He gave her an appraising look, as if measuring her resolve – or maybe her gullibility, for all she knew. ‘You have to understand that Padma wants to be whole, but she has been alone for centuries. She knows what she is, and she hates it – hates herself, her very existence, a thing she doesn’t know how to end. She doesn’t care who “wins” as long as she gains oblivion, and the only way she knows for that to happen is for you to submit to me and let me complete the Mandore Ritual.’


			Ras felt her heart sink. His words had the ring of truth. ‘You’re saying your walls can’t keep her out, your people can’t keep her out, that you can’t keep her out, and she wants you to have me in your vile ritual? I’d rather die!’


			‘That’s the thing – you won’t. You’ll be consumed and become as she is, I’ll never complete the Ritual and this eternal cycle of rebirth and revenge will go on for all eternity.’


			She closed her eyes, bowed her head. Dear gods, why are you doing this to me? ‘Then what hope is there?’
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