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Praise for


The Jasmine Throne


“The Jasmine Throne pulls you under, sweeping you away on a current of gorgeous prose and intricately imagined magic and politics. It left me breathless”


Andrea Stewart, author of The Bone Shard Daughter


“Raises the bar for what epic fantasy should be. Tasha Suri has created a beautiful, ferocious world alongside an intimate study of the characters who will burn it all down”


Chloe Gong, author of These Violent Delights


“Tasha Suri writes the female characters I didn’t realize I was aching to see in fantasy, to devastating effect. The Jasmine Throne is a fiercely and unapologetically feminist tale of endurance and revolution set against a gorgeous, unique magical world”


S. A. Chakraborty, author of The City of Brass


“Suri astounds with the spellbinding epic fantasy that launches her Burning Kingdoms trilogy . . . A fierce, heart-wrenching exploration of the value and danger of love in a world of politics and power . . . This is a blade-sharp, triumphant start to what promises to be an exciting series”


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“The Jasmine Throne is an intimate, complex, magical study of empire and the people caught in its bloody teeth. It’s about resistance and power, histories both personal and political, and the heroes who must become monsters to survive. I loved it”


Alix E. Harrow, author of The Once and Future Witches


“This powerful series opener will undoubtedly reshape the landscape of epic fantasy for years to come”


Booklist (starred review)


“Gripping and harrowing from the very start”


R. F. Kuang, author of The Poppy War


“This is a powerful and intense opening to an epic trilogy . . . Lush, evocative, richly characterized, emotionally dense, with a scope that at first seems intimate and turns out to be much, much larger. Suri’s skill—never minor—here seems to have taken a step or three up: there are few epic fantasies I have enjoyed, or admired, as greatly”


Tor.com, Liz Bourke


“A riveting and gorgeously written tale set in an intricate, expansive world. [The characters] will live in my imagination for a long time to come” Genevieve Gornichec, author of The Witch’s Heart


“Like the magic in this tale of reclaiming power, The Jasmine Throne will work its way under your skin with Suri’s compelling characters and gorgeous, effortless prose”


Sam Hawke, author of City of Lies


“A masterpiece. The Jasmine Throne is the powerful, female-centric series I’ve hungered for—with deftly-woven prose and a pair of glorious women destined to wreck your heart”


Heather Walter, author of Malice


“Lush and stunning . . . Inspired by Indian epics, this sapphic fantasy will rip your heart out”


BuzzFeed


“The Jasmine Throne more than lives up to the hype with its rich and expansive world, compelling characters, cool magic system and Suri’s excellent writing, which holds it all together”


BookPage (starred review)


“Suri’s incandescent feminist masterpiece hits like a steel fist inside a velvet glove. Blisteringly furious and astonishingly tender by turns, its women take on the patriarchal empire with every weapon at their disposal. Simply magnificent”


Shelley Parker-Chan, author of She Who Became the Sun


“Two fierce women. Magic, action and adventure. Folklore of the past and imagining the future. Masterful storytelling. Kaleidoscopic, queer world-building. Robust characters. The first book of Tasha Suri’s new trilogy has it all!”


Ms.


“This cutthroat and sapphic novel will grip you until the very end”


Vulture (Best of the Year)
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PROLOGUE



KARTIK


“Have you ever seen a girl of greater purity, my prince?”


Those words were not meant for Kartik, but he heard them all the same. High Priest Hemanth stood with his head bowed close to the young prince’s ear. His voice was pitched low, but his words still carried. That could not be helped. The High Priest’s voice was rich and unmistakable—a vast thing, neither loud nor soft, but pervasive. It was a voice made for mantras, for song, for guidance. For pouring faith, like wine, into the cup of a waiting heart.


The two of them, priest and prince, were standing in the gardens of the imperial temple, birds trilling in the trees above them, and the wind swaying the branches. All of that noise was just loud enough to mask Kartik’s presence: his small, surprised stutter of breath, and the motion of his broom, scraping up a cloud of dust from the marble path.


He stepped back, into the shadows of the temple wall, his broom clutched tight in his hands. He hardly dared to breathe.


The High Priest spoke again. Gentle. Coaxing. His hand upon the young prince’s shoulder. The words reached Kartik’s ears like leaves falling onto steady waters: a soft collapse followed by a ripple of motion that ran right through him.


“Will you protect her? Will you guide her, so that she may keep her goodness?”


That was how priests often asked questions, Kartik had learned. Questions mildly phrased that demanded answers clawed from the marrow of a man’s bones, the deepest blood of his heart. And sure enough, the young prince nodded slowly and said, “Yes. Of course I will. What kind of brother would I be, if I didn’t save her from tarnish?”


Kartik waited for them to leave. Finished his chores in a kind of numb, ecstatic haze. His hands were steady, but his vision was a blur of lights and color. He walked across the temple floor, seeing everything with new eyes: the sandstone of the walls, carved with flowers; the gossamer curtains that filled every door and alcove, billowing in the wind. On every surface he saw the High Priest’s words echoed back at him, rewritten, remade, calling him.


Have you ever seen a girl of greater purity?


Kartik should not have heard those words; should not have carried them with him in the aftermath, inked indelibly into his own skull, as shining and constant as prayer song. But he had a mind made for knowledge, or so he had always been told. When he had been only a boy, and a disciple in a lowly Saketan temple to the faceless mother, his ability to recite hundreds of mantras and prayers from memory—and the Book of Mothers in its entirety—had drawn High Priest Hemanth’s attention, and led the High Priest to pluck Kartik from his old life. His mind had led him here: to Harsinghar, and its jasmine-veiled palace, and the imperial temple where he now served.


To the temple garden where a boy in training for his faith may stumble, unwitting, on the second prince walking alongside the High Priest, speaking of the imperial princess herself, and feel a truth reverberate through him that he did not yet fully understand.


She was here, at this very moment. In the temple hall, the young princess was kneeling before the statue of Divyanshi. All five mothers of flame—every single noblewoman who had willingly burned, giving her life to break the power of the yaksa and bring an end to the Age of Flowers—were depicted in the prayer hall. Four of them were arrayed in a crescent, their figures carved from gold: Ahamara, with her long hair loose around her, coiling like flame; Nanvishi, a star of fire blooming from her forehead, her palms outspread; Suhana with a broken bow in her hands and her face upraised; and Meenakshi, face lowered in prayer, hands clasped.


Divyanshi stood at their center, her statue taller than the rest, grandly wrought, with silver flowers trailing her arms. She stared forward, proud and beautiful, her golden face serene. The princess, kneeling at her feet, was entirely in her shadow.


The princess pushed a garland of flowers toward the statues of the mothers. The garland was deftly made, each blossom pierced through the heart with pristine white thread and gathered close to the next. Jasmine, a mingling of yellow and white, caught between weighty pink roses. He had seen those roses left as offerings so often that he recognized them as the ones the emperor’s wife grew in her own private garden.


Even in the vicinity of the temple, people gossiped. As if they did not know how their voices wafted in through windows. A beauty, they called her. One day she’ll break hearts. The emperor will want to watch her closely.


But he didn’t listen to gossip. He listened to truths and secrets. Kept them, and learned from them.


He listened now, as she bowed her head and whispered to the mothers. She could not see him, where he stood in the shadow, his broom still in hand. But he could see her. Hear her, and know.


It was then—when he was only a boy—that he began to see the shape of the future in a way even the High Priest did not. And though the High Priest’s question had not been for him, in his heart he answered it.


No. He had never seen a girl of greater purity. Never, in all his life.









[image: Illustration]


MALINI


A rider returned from Ahiranya on the day Malini first glimpsed the sea.


An army on the move had a particular, unpleasant stench: of horseflesh and elephant dung, sweating men and the tang of iron under hot sunlight. Malini had hoped, over weeks of travel, that she would grow accustomed to it. But she had not. Every time the wind blew, and the thin curtains surrounding her chariot billowed back and forth, Malini smelled it all anew.


The breeze that carried the ocean with it cut through the smell like a shining knife. It was a sharp scent, bitter with salt. She stood taller in her chariot when she felt it touch her cheek—reached to draw her curtain aside and let the wind reach her unimpeded by cloth.


Without the fabric clouding her vision, she could see the army that surrounded her: warriors from Srugna, with maces hefted over their shoulders; Saketan liegemen with liegemarks emblazoned on their sashes, and whips coiled at their waists; Alorans with chakrams at their wrists, riding alongside Dwarali archers on their white stallions with blood-red saddles; and her own Parijati forces, ringed around her, dressed in imperial white and gold with their sabers bare, the steel gleaming beneath the sun. This was her army, the combined forces of the city-states of the empire, that would help her unseat her brother and seize the throne. Her throne, by right of blood and of prophecy.


And over their heads, she could see the thinnest trace of blue.


The sea.


She had known she would see it eventually. Before Aditya had rejected his birthright one time too many—before Malini had been named empress—the handful of lords who had stood in staunch support of Aditya had made plans for their forces to meet and follow the path to Dwarali, keeping to a route along the coast wherever possible, land that was under the purview of those less loyal to Chandra. They had intended to make their way to the Lal Qila: a fort on the edge of the empire, built to withstand attacks from the nomadic Babure and Jagatay who lived beyond the empire’s borders. A fort, they hoped, that was strong enough to keep Chandra at bay too.


Malini had seen no reason to alter plans long in the making; plans that she had helped to form, with carefully placed suggestions and cajoling letters, in her time as a princess of Parijatdvipa under Chandra’s thumb. But still, there had been something viscerally satisfying about watching her army grow, as foot soldiers and elephant cavalry had joined them along the journey; as new lords had welcomed her arrival on their lands, swearing loyalty and opening their villages and havelis to Malini’s men, feeding them and arming them, and sending their own heirs and warriors to join the growing procession heading to the distant Lal Qila.


Even facing lords who were more reluctant to ally with her had been its own kind of pleasure. To watch them stand proudly against her and then crumble when faced with her army, her allies, the steadiness of her smile? That had done more than any flattery or veneration ever could to blunt the edge of the constant hunger in her: the writhing, burning craving that would only be sated by Chandra’s death.


So many distant plans were finally blooming to life before her eyes—and not in Aditya’s service, but in her own. After the hard, endless work that had gone into the making of them, her plans now moved like a force of nature, like waves that swelled and grew, each one feeding into her rise to power. It was exhilarating.


As she gazed at the sea, she mused that if she had been a woman of greater faith, she would have considered her glimpse of it a sign: that her army was itself a vast and unstoppable sea. That nothing could stand in the way of her fate. But she had more of a pragmatic nature.


She took a more practical interpretation of the sight, instead. When she had gazed at maps of the empire and charted the route with her eyes and her fingertips, she had known her army would touch the coast when they were a mere week from Dwarali’s borders. Now they were here—breathing in a greenness of salt, a cold breeze that moved through the army and made a few men pause, raising their sweat-slick faces to capture that coolness on their skin. They would reach Dwarali soon, and the Lal Qila soon after that. The next step in her rise to the throne had almost begun.


Next to her, Lata let out a noise of quiet awe.


“Have you seen the sea before?” Malini asked. She could feel Lata craning her head to catch a glimpse of it over Malini’s shoulder. Obligingly, Malini leaned back to allow it.


“In scripture,” said Lata. “Illustration in books. Art. But not in person. And . . . and you, my lady?”


“You know I have not,” Malini replied. She waited a moment longer, then let the curtain fall back into place. “There are plenty of rivers and lakes in Parijat, but the imperial mahal is as distant from the coast as it’s possible to be.”


“A shame,” Lata said, “that we cannot stop and admire it.”


“The men will need to rest eventually,” said Malini. “No doubt we’ll have our chance then. Perhaps we can even go swimming.” She could feel Lata’s look, at that. “I’m sure they will all turn their backs respectfully if I ask them to.”


“You’re making a joke,” Lata said dubiously.


“Clearly not a very good one,” Malini said. “Of course we’ll do no such thing.”


But she would have liked to. She thought, with wistful grief, of Alori and Narina. Her heart sisters would have loved the sea. Narina would have walked in the water ankle-deep only, holding her skirt up with both hands. She had always been far too careful of her clothing to do more. Alori would have waded in deep, slipping into the water like a fish. Alor was full of as many rivers as Parijat, and her brothers had all taught her to swim as well as they could.


I miss you, she thought, speaking to nothing in the quiet of her heart. I will always miss you.


Unbidden, the thought of Priya rose in her mind, as it so often did. What would Priya think of the sea? She could not imagine Priya out there. In her mind’s eye, all she could see was Priya as she’d been in the forest, waist-deep in water, hair sleek, loose, and soft in Malini’s hands. The feel of Priya’s mouth against her own.


She tucked the thought carefully away, like a treasure.


That night when Malini’s tent was erected, there was no time to admire the coastline, and in truth Malini had not expected there would be. She was relieved, almost, that there was not. It would not have been the same without her heart sisters. Better to leave it as a dream.


The most senior—and loyal—of Parijatdvipa’s highborn joined her for the evening meal. Wine was brought out in carafes of beaten metal, and tea for those who did not imbibe: small cups, rich in milk and sugar and cardamom. The food was simple but far more lavish than what was being fed to the rest of the men: fresh parathas, dhal thick with ghee, and rice heaped with onions fried a deep, lustrous gold.


There were special dishes, occasionally, to please the palates of different highborn: sharply spiced sabzis for the lords of Srugna had been brought out today; these were a particular favorite of Lord Prakash, who was one of the oldest lords in attendance and made no bones about being set in his ways and his tastes.


Malini listened attentively as Lord Mahesh, the man she had named as the general of her army, informed her of the progression of their journey. She maintained her posture, her calm, and touched barely anything—not even the wine, though the sip she had brought to her lips had left heat in her blood. Lata was seated in the corner of the tent. Watching. She was Malini’s only female companion; the men all thought her present for the sake of propriety.


It was a curiously difficult business, to uphold the image of propriety and prophecy and goddess-chosen empress. Especially when you were eating. She had seen her own father deep in his cups, staining his clothing—but then, her father had been an emperor, and Malini was—not. So she ate only sparingly, knowing she would have a proper meal later, when the night was cold and deep, and she and Lata could share food intended for common soldiers: a little pickled mango or onion practically stoppered in oil for a long journey, and a paratha gone dry, unsoftened by a golden sheen of ghee; a quick gulp of lukewarm tea, spiced so heavy-handedly that it burned almost unpleasantly on the way down.


“Prince Rao is absent again, I see,” said Lord Mahesh.


He did not speak loudly enough for the other highborn to hear him.


“He has his responsibilities,” Malini replied.


“We all do,” Mahesh said. “One of them—a most vital one—is this. A moment of bonding. Of discussion. We must be united, Empress. Moments such as this are what make us whole.” He gestured at the men around them, wreathed in soft lantern light.


It was amusing to hear Mahesh speak of bonding and unity, when Malini was herself so conscious of how different she was from the men around her. How carefully she had to hold herself apart, and how distant she felt from them. They were of use to her, and she liked them for that, of course. But they were not Alori or Narina or Lata. Not Priya. She did not know how to love them, truly love them, and had no desire to.


“Lord Mahesh,” Malini said. “You know, as I do, where Prince Rao goes.”


A shared look. Without breaking eye contact, Mahesh refilled his cup of wine.


“Do not mistake me, Empress. I am glad he is able to counsel and comfort Prince Aditya. I would be glad if the prince allowed others to do the same.”


Mahesh was a powerful figure in Parijat, with many highborn Parijati allies, due to the ancient standing of his family—his ancestor had been there when Divyanshi, and the mothers of flame that followed her, burned.


Ever since, they had been a family known for its military prowess and its religiosity.


And Mahesh had always been loyal to Aditya, not Chandra; had unwaveringly supported the idea of Aditya taking back the throne he had abandoned. His refusal to agree with Chandra’s form of faith had won Malini followers she would not otherwise have had.


She had chosen him as her general for all those reasons. His presence at her side was an advantage.


But his affection for her brother was a . . .


Well. Not exactly an irritant. But a potential problem in the making, for all he had been unfailingly respectful of her. Respect did little good if she could not grasp control of his loyalty and bind it to her permanently.


“You sought him out again?” Malini asked.


“He refused my company. As he refuses everyone’s.”


Everyone’s but Rao’s went unsaid. And Malini’s, of course.


“My brother feels adrift,” she said. “He seeks to focus upon his relationship with the nameless, and find a new path for himself. When he finds his way, he will surely welcome the comfort of old friends and allies.”


“Perhaps you can speak to him, Empress.”


“I do,” said Malini. “And I shall.” If he refuses to listen, she thought grimly, then that is his own business.


A rustle of cloth. A guard drew back the tent flap.


Yogesh, one of the military administrators who managed her army’s supplies, entered and bowed low. He was dressed plainly, in a turban and sash-bound tunic, but even if she had not known him by sight, the single chakram on his wrist and the dagger neatly tucked into his turban wrapping would have marked him as an administrator from Alor, and accordingly loyal to Rao—and through Rao, to her.


“My sincere apologies for the interruption, Empress. My lords.” The light of the oil lanterns flickered over his face as he tilted his head in Malini’s direction. “But an urgent messenger has arrived for the empress.”


Her heart gave a sudden thump.


She had many, many riders in her service. An empress needed even more eyes and ears than a princess, and Malini had ensured that she would have spies and messengers across the breadth of the empire. Not a day passed without word from allies arriving or departing, carried by men on horseback.


But among all these riders, she had used only one of Rao’s loyal men. And that man had been tasked with one particular journey.


An urgent message could have been anything, absolutely anything; and yet, the presence of Yogesh and no other administrator, and the meaningful look on his face, made hope grasp her insides.


“Well then,” she said, and rose.


Mahesh gave her a grave look, half rising himself.


She waved a hand.


“Enjoy your meal. There’s no need to stop for my sake.”


“Empress,” Yogesh said, ducking his head in respect. “The messenger is in Prince Rao’s company. I can ask for him to be sent to you immediately—”


“No need,” she replied. “Take me to them.” Better to have this conversation with Rao present; she’d learned that messengers did not respond well to being spoken to directly by a prophecy-blessed empress, and she could not see Rao alone in her tent, even with Lata and guards for company.


The tent the military administrators shared was full of books and ledgers carried from site to site, expertly wrapped in scented cloths that kept the paper from rotting in the heat or rain and repelled the various insects they encountered. As she entered there was a scramble of bowing, papers dropped. She ignored the commotion, seeking out the messenger.


She saw Rao first; dressed up in his princely finery, with his brace of daggers and his chakrams, speaking to a broad-shouldered, very nervous-looking Aloran man.


When they saw her, Rao bowed; the rider scrambled to press his face to the earth.


“Rise,” Malini said to both of them, and they did, though the rider kept his face lowered.


“What news?” she asked Rao.


“Ahiranya has new rulers,” said Rao. “The regent is dead.”


Lady Bhumika? she thought. Priya? She had hoped. Hoped—


“Tell me what happened,” she said.


The man looked too awestruck to talk, so Rao said, gently and firmly, “Tell the empress.”


Priests, he told her, ruled now in Ahiranya. No, not priests—temple elders, like the days of old. Or people who claimed to be temple elders. Two women were among them. “Some say the High Elder was once the regent’s wife,” the rider said.


“Who told you so?” Rao asked.


“People talk,” he replied. “Merchants and—people in the city. People on the road.”


“You did not see them directly?”


“No.” He hesitated. “But . . .”


“Go on,” said Rao.


Everyone knew, he said, that the temple elders were truly what they claimed to be, because since their rise to power the forest around Ahiranya had grown stranger than it ever had been. He’d heard tales of trees turning and twisting as if they were alive, watching people pass them by. Emperor Chandra had apparently sent a small group of scouts, then another, to test Ahiranya’s borders. A fruitseller, who regularly traveled in and out of Ahiranya, had found a dozen imperial soldiers dead, speared on thorns as thick as a man’s arm. The rest were simply never found.


The rider himself had never seen any violence. Only Ahiranyi living their lives as they normally did. The merchants he’d seen—a reluctant handful at most, who went out of desperation and necessity rather than desire—had traveled through Ahiranya unharmed. And the rider had gone unharmed himself, of course. But he had seen new soldiers on the streets—not the regent’s men in Parijati white and gold, but groups of men and women in plain, mismatched armor, carrying sickles and bows instead of traditional Parijati sabers.


Malini could feel Rao watching her. He knew something of her relationship to Ahiranya, if not everything. No one, not even Rao, was owed everything. But he knew she had been saved by the Ahiranyi; knew she had a bond with them.


“Thank you,” she said to the rider. “Go with Yogesh, and you’ll be rewarded.”


Coin, and a warm bed to sleep in and food; and she would make sure he was watched, to see if his information was handed to anyone else.


When she returned to her tent, she called Lata to her side. “I’ll need you to scribe for me,” she said.


As Lata sought out ink and paper and lit a candle, Malini began to search for the right words; the politically expedient words—something to affirm her support for Ahiranya, something that would tell Lady Bhumika and Priya, and anyone they had allied with, that she had not forgotten what she had promised them, once she had her throne.


The best emphasis she could give her words, of course, was action. Once this letter was done, she would send others to her allies in Srugna and the estates that bordered Ahiranya, encouraging them to maintain strong trade ties with the new temple elders. The forest might have grown strange—stranger even than when she had known it—but the rider had made no suggestion that it was dangerous to anyone but Chandra’s men. Surely, then, the forest and all its strength lay in Lady Bhumika’s control, and Priya’s. And Priya, at least, she trusted. She could not entirely help herself.


She wanted to tell Priya that she had not forgotten her.


But forgetting or not forgetting Priya was not a political concern. It was a thing of her heart: the husk of a flower she wore on a chain around the throat. It was the memory, preserved green and shining in her mind, of the two of them lying by a waterfall, gazing at one another, water glinting on Priya’s dark hair, her smiling mouth.


She should have banished the thought. But she did not. Instead, she decided she would ask Rao for his rider again. She would send a discreet message.


One for the elders of Ahiranya. And one . . . not.


She told Lata what to write, and Lata did so. This letter, exquisitely formal and written in Lata’s careful, elegant script, would pass under the eyes of a military administrator, and the lords who served her.


But the letter for Priya would not. And she wanted to write it with her own hand.


“I can write this message for you too, my lady,” Lata said, when Malini took up ink and paper.


“This one will not be seen by the lords tomorrow,” Malini said.


Lata was silent, but her silence was pointed. It made Malini laugh faintly. She raised her head.


“I know there are no true secrets,” she said. “But there will be nothing to trouble them in this, should it fall into their hands. And even an empress may send a kindly letter now and again, to an old ally.”


If anything, Lata’s face grew graver. She had spent a great deal of time with Malini on this journey. She knew more of Malini’s heart than anyone, though Malini had not spoken of it.


“There is a saying, among the craftsmen and women of Parijat who turn bronze and gold and stone into effigies of the mothers,” Lata said. “They say, when a statue is first wrought, it shines so brightly, any man may look upon it and see a mother divine. But all things tarnish, when the rain falls upon them.”


“Poetic,” Malini murmured.


“Empress,” Lata said, in a quieter voice. “You have a golden tale surrounding you. Do not allow it to weather so soon.”


Malini thought again of the men kneeling before her. The sun beating overhead. Their voices chanting. Empress Malini. Mother Malini.


“It will tarnish one way or another,” said Malini. “And I need to start telling new stories to replace it. Make sure the letter is given to Rao’s rider when I am done. And give him coin enough to encourage his discretion.”


Lata argued no more.


Malini should not write it, she knew.


But she wanted to.


I have looked upon the ocean, she wrote. And it made me recall the tale of a river. And of a fish, searching for a new world on its bank.


And I remember a tale of garlands. And ill stars. And two people who found their way to one another.


Tell me, do you remember it too?
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PRIYA


Every root and every inch of green in Ahiranya’s soil sang to her. She heard the song all the time—sleeping, waking. Felt its weight as if she were the limb of a much larger beast, a giant thing slumbering in Ahiranya’s trees, its earth.


She closed her eyes, the sun touching warm fingertips against her face through the thick canopies of the trees. Slivers of cool shadow broke the heat into fragments. She didn’t need to open her eyes to find her way. The song guided her. The soil yielded to her footsteps, rippling like water. This way, it hummed. This is where you will find what you’re searching for.


“If you don’t look where you’re going, you’re going to walk straight into a tree,” said Sima.


Priya opened her eyes and turned to give Sima a glare.


“I won’t,” she said. “I would never.”


“Oh, maybe not, but it’d be very funny if you did,” Sima replied. “Aren’t you meant to be exuding holiness and authority? It’ll be very hard to do that if you’re felled by a branch.”


“Sima.”


Sima grinned at her.


“It might be best to keep your eyes open just in case.”


Priya was, in fact, meant to be maintaining a certain image. Even though she’d known today would be messy work, she had dressed in the plain whites of a temple elder. For practicality she had donned a salwar kameez rather than the traditional long tunic, but the loose cloth was bleached white as bone, and her hair was bound back in a high braided knot with beads of sacred wood darted through its length, here and there, in the same style the temple elders had once worn.


It was Kritika, of all people, who had encouraged her to take up the style. Soon after pilgrims began to arrive in waves at the Hirana’s base, pleading for guidance from their new elders, Kritika had taken Priya aside and advised her to dress as the elders had once dressed. There will be worshippers who remember the elders, as I do, she’d said. And for the rest . . . you must serve as a symbol, Elder Priya. And you must guide them.


Priya was uneasy with the idea of being a symbol. She was uneasy with Kritika too, and with all the ex-rebels who had once served her brother. But she’d chosen this path: chosen the rebels who now called themselves mask-keepers, and the title of elder. She was far too stubborn to do anything but embrace this life with her arms flung wide. And if the right clothes made worshippers weep tears of reverence, and feel hope again, and trust that Priya and Bhumika would rule them wisely? Well, then. Priya would wear white. And she would do her very best to act like the person she was meant to be.


Priya offered Sima only the subtlest and most ladylike of the extensive collection of rude gestures she knew—which made Sima laugh under her breath—then straightened up and squared her shoulders, and kept her eyes open as she strode forward with what she hoped was a confident kind of grace.


Around Priya and Sima, other figures walked between the trees: a few once-born ex-rebels, with traces of magic coiling through their blood and scythes in their hands; a handful of soldiers, carrying sabers; and six of the men and women who had once been servants in the regent’s mahal, but now served the two temple elders of Ahiranya in a different capacity. For months, they had been training with Jeevan in the mahal’s practice yard, heaving around maces and beating fake soldiers made of wood and straw with hand sickles. Sima had even been given some training in archery, and she carried a bow and a quiver of arrows with her now. She only looked mildly nervous, but some of the other servants were nearly gray with fear. That was understandable.


They were hunting imperial soldiers, after all.


Ganam, one of the ex-rebels, made his way toward her. He wore the same mask he’d worn when he had been a fighter against Parijatdvipan rule: a wooden oval, large enough to conceal his entire face, with crude holes for eyes and a hollow for the mouth. She shouldn’t have been able to see the questioning look he was giving her, but she could read the tilt of his head well enough.


Priya shook her head. Not here. Not yet.


Then she turned her attention back to the soil. She felt through it— felt the imperial soldiers ahead of her.


Some were already impaled on stakes of thorn. Bhumika had set up that trap. She had a gift for things grown slow and strange.


And Priya, well—


She had a useful wellspring of anger.


“Now,” she said. And they crossed the last wall of trees—and found the soldiers before them.


The fight was quick and bloody.


Priya tried to use her magic to subdue most of them, but one man, disarmed of his sword, wormed his way beyond her vines and tried to grapple her. She had the pleasure of punching him in the face.


He went for the knife at his belt. Tried to gut her.


This is why, she thought—blood simmering, her pulse pounding in her ears. This is why you’re killing them. Breaking them. This.


The soil pulled his feet deeper. Deeper. His hands were still free. That was no matter. Priya could still attack him with her vines; still see him suffocated, dragged under.


There was a whistle and a thud. An arrow had gone through his throat. She looked behind her and saw Sima, gray-faced, clutching her bow.


“Messy,” Ganam remarked. “But the job’s done.” He straightened, squaring his shoulders. “Elder Priya,” he said. “What now?”


They went home.


Priya drew a dark shawl around her shoulders to conceal her attire, then dived into the city’s depths with her companions surrounding her.


Invisible in a crowd of soldiers and mask-keepers, she was free to take in the sights around her without having to worry that she’d be recognized and bowed to, worshipped or feared in a way that made her teeth itch with discomfort.


Hiranaprastha’s streets were busy around them, noisy and heaving with people. There were food stalls here and there, and groups of children playing, and people squatting in the shade, watching the crowds drift by. Under the blue sky, the city was all churned mud and brightly painted stalls and shops. Empty lanterns hung from verandas, wavering in the mild wind. At night, those lanterns would be filled with candles, and the city would glow like a constellation.


For months, Hiranaprastha had been a shadow of itself—broken by both violence and fire. But the buildings had slowly been fixed or simply put back to use by necessity since then. Priya caught a glimpse of a house with a partially broken wall as they moved through the streets. Someone had strung a curtain of wooden beads and colored glass across the gap. Sunlight through the glass shone green, blue, pink.


Priya turned toward Sima. Brushed their shoulders together to catch Sima’s attention. In return, Sima offered her a tentative smile. Her face still had an ashy pallor, but she was starting to look more like herself now that they were nearing the mahal.


“How are you feeling now?” Priya asked.


“Oh, just fine,” Sima said. It was such a blatant lie that Priya almost laughed.


She didn’t, though. She didn’t want to hurt Sima’s feelings. She wanted to comfort her.


“It’s all right if you feel—conflicted,” Priya said. “About killing someone. Or if you’re still a little afraid. It was frightening.”


Sima looked down at her own hand and laughed awkwardly.


“I think maybe I was a little afraid,” she admitted. “And I was trying so hard to be brave, too.”


Priya knocked her shoulder against Sima’s again—as close as she could get to a hug without embarrassing her in front of their companions.


“You did really well,” she said. “Trust me.”


“Does it ever get easier, the fear?” Sima asked. “Do you start going into fights and just find a way to ignore all of, you know . . . ?” She waved a hand around vaguely. “Or does being powerful the way you are stop you being afraid?”


Priya didn’t know how to explain that her relationship with fear had been complicated long before she became thrice-born.


“It helps,” Priya admitted. “But you’ve got nothing to be afraid of, Sima. You’ve got me.”


Ahead of them, Ganam was using his bulk to cut a swathe through the crowd, carving their group a path back toward the mahal. Priya could see it in the distance, looming above the low buildings of Hiranaprastha. Only the Hirana stood taller than it—an ancient mountain with the temple proper at its zenith.


People took little notice of them as they walked, though a few gave them nods of respect. In Hiranaprastha, the patrols that worked for the temple elders had become just as unremarkable a sight as the regent’s soldiers had once been. Simply part of the fabric of city life, with all its rhythms and routines and dangers.


“I don’t always want to hide behind you, Pri,” Sima said ruefully. “Maybe I want to be able to look after you too. Have you considered that?”


“Sima, you literally shot a man through the throat for me,” Priya said. “Do you have any idea how impressive that is? I don’t mean that you’re weak or—or anything like that! I just mean . . .”


“I know what you mean,” said Sima.


“We protect each other.”


“I know,” Sima said again, her smile softening into something more real. There was almost color in her cheeks again. “I really am getting better with a bow. Jeevan’s going to be so pleased.”


“Absolutely,” Priya agreed. “He’ll have you teaching the little ones before you know it.”


Sima gave a theatrical shudder. “Don’t threaten me with that,” she said.


They strode up to the main entrance of the mahal.


“You all did well,” Priya said, once they were inside. Took off her shawl and wiped what remained of the dried sweat and blood of battle from her face, her neck. “Does anyone know who is on the next patrol? They’ll want to check that no more imperial soldiers are hiding somewhere.”


“I’ll ask Kritika who volunteered,” Ganam said. “I told her I’d join her on the Hirana anyway.”


“Then I’ll talk to Jeevan,” Priya said. The mask-keepers were Kritika’s people, just as the ex-soldiers were Jeevan’s, and the balance of power was always . . . interesting, at best. Priya was desperately glad that Bhumika was so good at soothing the tensions between all the fragmented groups that made up Ahiranya’s new, ragtag government. She had no head for that kind of emotional, tiresome work.


“I’ll talk to Jeevan,” said Sima. “You need to go and wash and change. Aren’t you meant to be receiving people on the Hirana this evening? You can’t go like that. You’ll scare people.”


Priya was meant to be on the Hirana later, it was true. Welcoming worshippers and helping the rot-riven. Placing her hands on them, and freezing the rot within them, so it would progress no further. So they would live.


And then, tomorrow, she would be out on patrol again.


“Thank you,” Priya said. She gave Sima a grin and turned, intending to hurry back to her own room, where she could change. But instead, she found her feet leading her toward the orchard.


Time to herself was so rare now. And though she didn’t exactly have complaints, she couldn’t resist the urge to take a moment alone. Just a moment, when she could walk under trees and pluck a ripe fruit from a low-hanging branch, and purge the memory of imperial soldiers and imperial steel with the comfort of being alone in a familiar place.


She had barely stepped into the orchard when she heard a voice calling her name.


“Priya!”


She looked up.


“Rukh,” she greeted him, squinting against the sunlight. He was seated on a high branch—leaning forward so he could see her and waving one arm to catch her attention. “What are you doing up there?”


“Nothing,” he said. “Want me to throw you a fig?”


“Yes,” she said. He chucked one down, and she caught it one-handed. Bit straight into it. Between bites, she said, “You’re hiding, aren’t you?”


“‘Hiding’ is a strong word,” Rukh said. “I said hello, didn’t I? If I were hiding, I would have kept quiet.”


“I know you’re not hiding from me. You’re meant to be in training.”


“Do you want anything else?” Rukh asked helpfully. “I can climb a different tree if you like. Any tree.”


“Jeevan is going to skin you.”


“He would never,” said Rukh. “He’s too nice. He’ll just make me run around the practice yard.”


Nice wasn’t a word Priya would have applied to Jeevan, who was solemn and harsh-faced and unsmiling and seemed to spend all his time hovering around Bhumika or herding his trainees around like cats. But she didn’t argue. “Ganam’s back.”


Rukh’s expression visibly brightened.


“Where is he?”


“He’s going up the Hirana.”


“I’m going to go see him,” Rukh said decisively. “Maybe he can train me later. Then Jeevan won’t be disappointed.”


Rukh and Ganam had been rebels together, once. Rukh had vowed to serve Bhumika and had been saved from death by Priya—that kind of bond stuck. But he and Ganam had grown something special in their shared time in the mahal, and Priya was glad of it. Often, she found the two of them together—Ganam patiently demonstrating the use of a sickle to Rukh, who’d copy him, frowning, all focus.


“Jeevan will still be disappointed, but do what you like,” Priya said with a sigh.


Rukh jumped down. He straightened up. Once, he’d been so thin and so small—but even the short time he’d spent in the Hirana had added flesh to his bones and softened his face. He was stronger, taller, his curling hair thick enough now to almost conceal the fronds of leaves growing from his scalp. “Do you want to come?”


She shook her head. “I’ve had a busy morning.”


“Are you going to see Elder Bhumika?” Rukh asked.


“I wasn’t planning to,” she said. “Do you know how our little grandma is doing?”


“Padma doesn’t look like an old lady anymore,” Rukh said in his most disapproving voice. “Well. Mostly. She’s not crying as much, I think. Khalida said Jeevan got her a wooden bracelet to bite on to help her gums stop hurting.”


“Sweet of him,” said Priya. Then: “Is there a reason I should see Bhumika?”


Rukh—who’d gained a disturbing interest in knowing absolutely everything—said, “She’s got a letter for you in her study. Something from the empress.”


A beat of silence. Priya swallowed, her heart racing. Finally, she said, “I’m not even going to ask how you know that.”


“I was helping Khalida look after Padma. We went to bring her to Lady Bhumika, and I saw it then,” he said anyway. “Do you know what the letter’s about?”


“Go and find Ganam, you beast,” Priya said. “I won’t tell Jeevan I saw you unless he asks.”


She turned, walking sedately until Rukh—who yelled his thanks with a laugh—had scampered off behind her.


She didn’t quite start running, but it was a close thing.


She read the official letter from the empress to the elders of Ahiranya first. It was lying plainly on Bhumika’s desk. Bhumika’s study was barred to outsiders, but Priya, of course, had a key. Maybe Bhumika had known Priya would wander in at some point and rifle through her papers, and had decided to make Priya’s life easier. She often made such small, thoughtful gestures. Sometimes Priya would return to her room and find sachets of herbs to perfume her clothes, or a meal wrapped in cloth, and she knew it was Bhumika trying to take care of her, even as their responsibilities kept them so often apart, like two ghosts haunting the same space, never quite crossing paths.


Next to the official missive, propped pointedly against a pile of books, lay a letter plainly addressed to Priya. It had no official seal of the empress on it—no sign it was from Malini at all. But Priya knew.


That Malini had gone one step further and written to her, had put down some of what bound them permanently in ink, was—well. It made Priya feel soft and tender, and stunned by Malini’s foolishness.


She opened the letter. Pressed it flat. That writing—it had to be Malini’s. It was too graceful to be anyone else’s.


She wrote of garlands. Of Mani Ara, and her river. And other tales of yaksa and mortals.


“I didn’t tell her these,” Priya whispered. Which meant that at some point, Malini had read the Birch Bark Mantras. Had she learned the tales for Priya’s sake?


Priya couldn’t write back. She knew it. Whatever subtle means Malini had used to deliver this to her—and spirits, she hoped they had been subtle, for Malini’s sake—there was no way Priya should write to her in return.


But somehow she found herself sitting at Bhumika’s desk. Grasping a clean sheet of paper. Writing down words.


I miss you, she began.









[image: Illustration]


MALINI


Malini’s appointed room in the Lal Qila was intimate—a circular chamber with narrow windows that opened to the sky, and a low fire burning to maintain heat. The floor was a familiar marble, but swathed in a grand carpet that would have rotted in Parijat’s greater heat: a hand-sewn expanse of knotted goat’s wool, depicting the moon and stars, and prey animals running across snow. She stared and stared, tracing the patterns with her eyes, sinking into meditative calm, as she waited for Lord Mahesh to bring her his daughter.


She heard a door creak open.


Lord Mahesh entered, and bowed. A girl entered with him. She was a slip of a thing, with an unremarkable face and long hair, a shawl draped over her shoulders to ward of Dwarali’s cold, and shadows of exhaustion around her eyes. Her journey to Dwarali must have been grueling. Malini wondered if Mahesh had even allowed the girl a moment to rest before dragging her into Malini’s presence.


“My daughter, Deepa,” Lord Mahesh said, urging the girl forward with a hand at her back. Deepa stumbled. Bowed hastily. “As I told you, she is a biddable girl, and only a few years your junior. I am sure she will be an able addition to your court.”


It was laughable to mention Malini’s court when she had none to speak of. Oh, she had her highborn lords and princes, and she had Lata. But she had no court of women: no heart sisters to share her secrets with. No elder women or grandmothers to counsel her, and no daughters of allies to foster ties with. That had to change.


“Thank you, Lord Mahesh,” Malini said. “You may leave her with us. I’ll be sure to make her welcome.” Her mouth tilted into a smile. “I know Prince Rao has been searching for you.”


“Empress,” Mahesh said, bowing his head. Then he turned and departed.


Deepa was still staring at her own feet. The crackle of the fire filled the silence. Lata stood by the hearth and met Malini’s eyes briefly, a question in her own gaze. What are you going to do with her? Lata’s eyes said. What use is this girl to you?


“What are your skills, Lady Deepa?” Malini asked. Deepa’s head darted up.


“Skills, Empress?”


“Yes,” Malini said patiently. “What do you bring to my service?”


Deepa lowered her eyes again, clearly embarrassed. Look at me, Malini wanted to stay. Show me your strength. Do not be timid for my sake.


“I like to read,” Deepa admitted softly after a moment. “To study. I am not a good musician or—I don’t tell very good jokes. But I can work. And I like numbers. If . . . if you need anyone for such work.”


Numbers and scholarship. Those were not the skills taught to a daughter intended for marriage.


“Good,” Malini said, as if she did not have a dozen military officials to hand, and more arriving daily, to do such work. “You can assist Lata, then.”


“I am Empress Malini’s sage,” said Lata then, nodding in acknowledgment. “I will be glad of your help, Lady Deepa.”


Deepa stammered out thanks and said, “Anything you or—or the empress needs of me, I am honored to do.”


“I am glad to hear, Lady Deepa,” Malini said. And then she smiled at the girl. Deepa flushed, clutching her shawl more tightly. “I’m sure you’ll find yourself happy here.”


She dismissed Deepa. The door closed softly behind her, leaving Lata and Malini alone in the warmth of the room.


“He brought his daughter to spy on you, my lady,” Lata said after a moment.


“Of course he has,” Malini said easily. “And soon all the highborn lords and princes who have sworn loyalty to me will try and do the same. How else will they win my favor?” She shrugged. “I have nothing to fear from spies,” said Malini. “Not spies I am aware of, at least. And I have the measure of Lady Deepa.”


A plain girl. Or more specifically, a girl who had been told she was plain. Not the oldest daughter or the most marriageable, but the one her father thought clever enough not to offend an empress.


“She’s nervous and frightened, but if she was truthful, then she has a good mind and she’ll do anything you ask without complaint. Don’t tell me an assistant wouldn’t be useful to you, Lata.”


“As you say,” Lata replied, which was her polite way of saying she disagreed but did not think it worth arguing over the matter.


Malini looked into the flames and thought of Alori and Narina again. The grief worked its way through her, rising like a wave from her heart to pour through her limbs, then ebb once more.


It would be so much easier if you were here, she thought with a pang. I always knew I could trust you.


But they were gone. Her heart sisters would never return. She would never have a court full of women who had grown up alongside her, who were written into her soul as she was in theirs. She would have to settle for one with women ambitious enough to see the benefits of allying with her, and clever enough to recognize that betraying her would be the height of foolishness.


She did not have that yet, she admitted to herself. Lata, of course, she could rely upon. But Lady Deepa had not yet proved her worth.


If she wanted better allies—allies with strength and cunning—she would have to seek them out herself.


“I’m going to talk to our host,” Malini said, rising to her feet.


“Lord Khalil is patrolling with his men,” Lata said promptly.


Malini shook her head. “Not him,” she said. “Hand me my shawl, Lata. There’s no need to accompany me. I’ll soon have plenty of chaperones to guard me.”


From the Lal Qila the world beyond the subcontinent was visible like a half-forgotten memory: great mountains, so high they seemed to vanish into pale nothingness; snow, whiter than bone, blanketing mountains green with life. The Lal Qila itself was all deep red stone, tall and imposing, an edifice that seemed to have an ancient life and grandeur all of its own.


Lady Raziya stood at the edge of the ramparts, swathed in a thick blue shawl. Around her stood a semicircle of women armed with bows: female Dwarali archers who traveled with her everywhere. Malini had not lied when she had told Lata she would have chaperones to spare.


When Malini’s army had first arrived at the Lal Qila, Lady Raziya—Lord Khalil’s wife, and the mistress of the Lal Qila—had greeted Malini’s army at the gates on horseback. She had looked like a seasoned general waiting for battle, her face turned toward the full mass of Malini’s forces unflinching, her saber gleaming at her hip. Even now, clad in a delicately embroidered salwar kameez with a dupatta laid demurely over her hair, she had the look of a soldier about her. As Malini approached, she turned, and her women turned with her as one, faces alert and spines straight.


“Empress,” said Raziya. She smiled, her eyes crinkling. The faces of the women around her did not change.


“Lady Raziya,” Malini greeted her. “I hoped I would find you here. May I join you?”


“Of course.” The guardswomen moved aside, allowing Malini to stand beside Raziya. “How did you know where to find me, Empress? I would have come to you if you had summoned me.”


“People talk.” Well. Maidservants talked, if they were coaxed appropriately, with a smile from an empress, or a coin from a sage in return for details on the daily routine of the mistress of the Lal Qila. “And I know you would have come, Lady Raziya. But I wanted to see the views here myself.” As she spoke, her breath formed small clouds before her. “They’re beautiful.”


Raziya gave her a sidelong look, assessing and amused.


“Step back,” she said crisply, and her guardswomen vanished like ghosts, moving to stand some distance away, their backs turned. Only then did Raziya turn to look Malini directly in the eyes.


“Although I would like to remark upon the beauty of Dwarali to you, and ease you into a discussion of favors,” Raziya said, “I find I must take advantage of our privacy to be frank: My husband has intimated that he will follow you into the battle, and all that comes after. That he will follow you until Chandra is defeated.”


“He’s told me much the same,” Malini said.


“I have no wish to remain where he is not,” said Raziya. “If you allow me to accompany you, I would be grateful. My sons and daughters are old enough to hold the Lal Qila in our stead.”


Malini gazed off into the distance for a long moment, watching the clouds drift slowly by. Raziya’s request certainly made things a great deal easier. Malini had corresponded with Raziya enough that she felt as if she had the measure of her: Incisive and thoughtful, Raziya had a huge amount of influence over her husband’s political choices.


And Malini already wanted Raziya on her side, in her court. She also knew Raziya was not the kind of woman to act from adoration for her husband alone—and surely she could not think that Malini would believe such of her.


“Is it love alone that compels you?” Malini asked.


Raziya laughed.


“A certain amount of sentimentality drives me,” she said. “But no, not love alone. I am ambitious for my family, Empress. I have no shame in it. And it strikes me that in the court of an empress, a woman may rise very far. I am a seasoned leader, Empress. I know politics, and do not fear war. Take me with you, and you will have no regrets. Of that, I can assure you.”


“It sounds like I could gain a great deal from having you at my side,” said Malini. “Tell me, Lady Raziya. What does a woman of your power and position seek from my service? What can an empress offer you to bind your loyalty?”


“It would be a terrible thing,” Lady Raziya said mildly, “for my husband to contemplate turning against the sultan. The sultan is your ally, and rules Dwarali ably. The lord of the Lal Qila is no more than his obedient servant. As the wife of the lord of the Lal Qila, I cannot ask my empress to give my husband a throne. I know some things cannot even be dreamt of without cost.”


And yet you dream them regardless, Malini thought. You have so much and you want more still.


She could understand that hunger. Admire it, even.


“I am sure Lord Khalil would not reject a gift freely given,” Malini said evenly. “When I win the empire in my grasp, Lady Raziya, I will show him my gratitude.” How she would take the throne from the sultan, she did not yet know. But it could be done, and would be. Malini kept her promises. “But I wonder: Why dream of power for him, and not for yourself?”


“Empress,” Lady Raziya said. “I love my husband. What greater love is there than wanting to lay the world in your beloved’s hands?”


It was deep, dark night when an Aloran messenger arrived with a message from Ahiranya. It was worn from travel, dust-stained, and had clearly passed through many hands. It did not have Malini’s name on it, but she knew at once that it held Priya’s words. Priya’s voice.


I miss you, the letter said. Artless words. She could feel Priya in them, and it made her heart bloom with helpless fondness.




Such grand stories you know now! Where did you discover them? Did you seek them out?


I don’t know if I will ever have your answer. Maybe it’s enough to wonder. Maybe that’s what you want, for me to think of you.


There is so much I wish I could tell you. But I have no head for poetry, though I’ve met it from time to time.


I will say only this.


I made you a promise once. Say my name, and though it makes me a fool—and I know it does—I’ll find my way. I’ll come.
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CHANDRA


The first bloom had sprouted in his mother’s garden. After the first trees were felled—after fires burned day in and out, painting the sky black with smoke—he had sifted through the ash and found it:


A flower of fire. Proof of the rightness of his rule. An assurance that the bone-deep certainty that had carried him this far was entirely correct.


He was the rightful ruler of Parijatdvipa. And his cause was just. But his mother’s garden had not been enough. As his sister defeated his army in Dwarali, Chandra tended carefully to his flowers. Fields were cleared, and pyres planted with women tied to them, and set alight.


His sister murdered his men at the border of Alor.


He built more pyres and watched his flowers bloom.


He sent men to Ahiranya. The two soldiers who returned came to the imperial mahal with hollow expressions and horrified eyes. They spoke of thorns as large as swords that could run a body through, and vines that could choke the life out of a man. They told him temple elders ruled in Ahiranya. Monsters, they said. Monsters with the faces of women.


Chandra gathered ash from his fields. Flowers needed soil, and his flowers of flame needed the gristle and bone-dust that had made them.


He stood in a room of carefully stored fires, each preserved in its own carved chest of stone on a bed of ashes, and told himself grimly, My sister must die first.


When she is dead and gone, I’ll show the Ahiranyi their place.


Now, he stood in the heart of the imperial temple. He could smell the pyres even from here, the smoke wafting in through the windows, settling a patina of gray on the flowers that lay at the feet of the mothers, wrought in gold.


In an alcove, veiled by a partition curtain, were two more statues. Mothers Alori and Narina, who had burned before Chandra’s eyes. He had visited it today and laid flowers at their feet. Jasmine, for his sister, who had worn it so often in her hair. His sister, who should have burned with them.


It comforted him, being here. Calmed him. He had come to the imperial temple often as a boy—walked through its gardens, his heart and his bones aching with fury at the injustice of the world. To be born a prince of an imperfect empire—to be born second, and never able to change it for the better—had galled him.


His brother Aditya had been a beloved crown prince. Born first, and born perfect: a friendly, smiling creature, good at making allies and fighting with sabers, playing with dice and drinking himself sick. These were the qualities valuable in the heir to Parijatdvipa. Drunkness and frivolous charm. It was no wonder, then, that Chandra had not been admired as his brother had been.


Ill-tempered, Chandra had been called, by his father’s court. Arrogant. Unwilling to bend.


For a time, he had believed it—had hated himself for being unworthy of his blood and his status and power. Whenever his father had offered Aditya praise, or a seat alongside his advisors, and dismissed Chandra without a word or a thought, Chandra had burned with that hate. And still, he had done all in his power to try to improve the world, and received nothing in return for it. When he had punished his sister for ill-bred behavior, she had fled from him in bitter disobedience. When he had reminded his brother’s friends of their place with his words and his fists, Aditya had shoved him so hard he had fallen to the dirt. Chandra had been punished by the sages who educated him after that. This is not how a prince treats his allies, they’d said, as they had taken a rod to his palms.


They are not my allies, Chandra had thought, remembering the way those boys with their flawed Saketan and Aloran blood had laughed and talked with Aditya, as if he were their equal. There was an insurmountable chasm between their actions and the reality that they were lesser, by blood and by nature, than a mother-blessed imperial prince of Parijatdvipa.


When his brother had come later, with salve for his hands, and tried to speak to him, Chandra had turned him away. Aditya was not his ally either. Aditya, who allowed others to debase him.


Chandra’s only comfort had been the High Priest.


You have strength your brother does not. Faith, a righteous heart, obedience to the will of the mothers—these have a value beyond all else. He still remembered the words. Remembered walking around the temple with the priest’s hand at his back. A soothing weight.


You will be a great man one day, Prince Chandra. Wait and see. I see the light of the mothers in you.


And Chandra had learned to recognize his own worth.


Aditya—smiling, perfect Aditya—had no room in his nature for the unyielding, fierce weight of true devotion to the mothers of flame. Aditya was shallow and empty. He had never felt the same writhing anger that Chandra felt constantly in his own heart. It was that anger that made Chandra strong. Chandra’s so-called ill temper and arrogance were fire and pride, honor and vision. His brother was pitiful and weak and saw only goodness in a world that was rotten to the core. But Chandra—Chandra had the mettle to be merciless.


Chandra was better than him in all the ways that mattered. He always had been.


“Emperor.” The voice came from behind him. He turned, and saw the High Priest approaching. Hemanth was a slight, white-haired figure with gentle eyes beneath his ash-marked brow, and an air of serenity about him. His mien of calm never failed to calm Chandra in turn.


“Priest,” Chandra said in return. “You asked to meet with me.”


“Your wedding approaches.” The priest’s tone was neutral. “Have you considered quenching the fires before your bride’s arrival?”


“My bride should understand,” said Chandra. “My fires are burning to save her father, after all. My priests, trained for war, carry it as gifts to his door. Won’t she be glad to know that more will come? That her father’s reign is secure?”


“I do not believe all women consider practicalities on their wedding days,” the High Priest said. A faint smile touched his mouth. “Or so I have been told.”


“Some women,” said Chandra, “do not understand the price of leadership. She’ll learn.”


A breeze wafted through the temple again, scattering garland petals at the feet of the mothers, making the oil lamps flicker. Chandra closed his eyes and tried to force thoughts of the war away. His sister, seizing Alor’s and Srugna’s support. His sister cutting a swathe through Chandra’s allies. His sister in Saketa, turning her avaricious eyes on the High Prince, the one ally who had remained true to Chandra through all the hard months since his sister had taken up a false title and ruined herself all the more.


“Emperor,” the High Priest said. “There is one more thing we must discuss.”


Chandra opened his eyes.


The High Priest’s expression was grave.


“You have striven valiantly to save Parijatdvipa from itself,” he said. “From foolish men, led by greed and pride. From your brother, who turned his face away from his blood-given faith. From the collapse and decay that comes to all nations that forget their vows and their purity. But I fear that your quest demands a price you do not wish to pay.”


“Speak,” Chandra said.


“Princess Malini,” said Hemanth. “She must burn.”


“I promise you she’ll die,” Chandra replied, feeling that pang of fury again—that desperate hunger to see his sister dead.


If there is anything of you that hears me, mothers, he prayed with love and fury, then let her die. Let her die in pain and suffering, knowing she is a disgrace to her name. Let her die by my hand. I will push her into the flames myself. I will watch the skin shrivel from her bones, and I will dedicate the flower that blooms from that death to your names.


“She must burn,” Hemanth said, with careful emphasis that pressed upon Chandra’s anger like a finger to a bruise. “And she must do so as the mothers of flame did: for all our sakes, willingly and selflessly.”


“Not all my women burn willingly,” Chandra said. And even the ones who had risen to his pyres with glad hearts, sure in their faith, happy to follow in the footsteps of the mothers, had regretted it when the fire began to eat through their flesh. “And still, their deaths bless us all.”


“A willing death of a daughter of Divyanshi’s line would be a different magic entirely,” Hemanth said. “I know you recognize this, Emperor.”


The chiding note in his voice galled. If anyone else had spoken to Chandra that way—as if Chandra were a mere child—they would have died seconds later, gutted on the end of his sword.


But Hemanth was different. Hemanth had always been different.


“You believed once that her burning would cleanse her,” Hemanth said, pressing onward. “Free her. That it would, in turn, give you the strength to change Parijatdvipa for the better. Has that belief altered?”


He thought of Malini’s bare neck, bloodied under his hands. His sister baring her teeth at him like an animal. Ruined beyond repair by her own will, her own choices, even though he had offered her a path to immortality, a meaningful death.


I will never burn for you, his sister had vowed.


“I have my weapons,” he said. “I have my marital alliance. I have pyres that will give me gifts, mother-blessed gifts, no matter how the women who die for them may scream and claim to refuse me. I have my soldiers, and priestly warriors, and I have you.” He looked at Hemanth, suddenly clutched by a desperate fear. “I will not beg her to burn,” he said raggedly. “I cannot do it. She cannot—I cannot think of her without wanting the world to wither to dust, you understand? I will not give her the satisfaction of my pleading, when I know she will refuse to do what is right. I will save Parijatdvipa by my methods. By my own glory and strength.” His hands stung from the bite of his own nails against his palms. He stretched them open and said, “You told me yourself, many years ago. The mothers destined me for greatness. The crown fell into my hands, because Parijatdvipa is rightfully mine. To rule, and to save. Will you stand with me? Will you guide me, priest, as you always have?”


The High Priest’s gaze had softened. He touched a hand to Chandra’s cheek, and Chandra’s shoulders finally released their tension. He sagged. Small with relief.


The High Priest had always been more father to him than his own. Always. At least this, he could rely on.


“Chandra,” Hemanth said quietly. “Emperor. You are more than a son to me. If this is the path you wish to take, I will follow you upon it. And I will be glad to be beside you, and proud indeed, when you change the world for the better. When you save us all.”
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MALINI




Priya,


Of course I sought out grand tales.


I do not like my own ignorance. And those tales were the ones that made you. Surely, you learned them as a child. Surely they were as much the milk that shaped you, as tales of the mothers were for me.


Don’t you realize I want to know everything about you? That even now, when I should have forgotten you, all I desire is to know your heart better than my own?





Malini’s army made it all the way to the edge of Saketa before the monsoon rains barred their path. No one with any sense battled when the deluge of rainfall swept across the empire and churned the soil to a sea of mud, so her army made camp and waited for the skies to clear.


In the respite from battle, Malini listened to the rain beating against the walls of her tent and wrote letters to Priya that she would never send.


If she were wise, she would burn her own words. If she were wiser still, she would not have written them at all.


But this was her indulgence. She wrote and wrote and preserved the letters carefully in the lining of a jewelry box, unpicking the lining at night so she could read them all over again.


And surely there were worse indulgences than wanting to love someone. To be known.




Sometimes I think of my army as a wave. I never placed my feet in the sea when I had the chance, but now I think of my army as the waters that carry me. And my throne—my throne is the inevitable shore.


We have fought Chandra across the empire. In Dwarali. In Alor. He has no gift for keeping allies. He wants people to bow and scrape and beg for his scraps, but why would they, when I have offered them so much more? So his armies crumble, and I stride onward, and bind myself to allies with vows and deals and promises.


I have so many debts, Priya. Debts to my men. Debts to you.


I never forget my debt to you.





Her men huddled in tents and drank wine and played games of chance by lamplight. And her women gathered with her and played their own games. One of the women from Dwarali—Sahar, a broad-shouldered archer with a particularly filthy sense of humor—suggested the singing game, a mischievous light in her eyes. “One bawdy song begins, then the next starts on the syllable that the last ends with, and so on, until there are no more songs, or the players are too drunk to remember them,” she said, and cracked a grin at Malini’s expression. “Empress, what good is a game if it doesn’t allow its player to speak a little filth?”


“I like strategy games,” Deepa offered faintly, looking mildly horrified. Raziya poured her a particularly large glass of liquor and slid it over sympathetically.


“I promise you, all the young lords and soldiers will be playing the same game in their own tents,” Raziya said, sharing a brief, amused look with Sahar. “And their songs are much less refined than ours shall be.”


“As long as I am not required to join in with them, they can do as they like,” Malini said dryly.


“But you will play with us, hm?” Raziya said, raising an eyebrow.


Malini could not bring herself to refuse.


It was difficult to remember songs over wine—and more difficult still to find common ground between the songs from Dwarali and the bawdy songs from Parijat. Lata turned out to be the best of them. When Malini woke in the morning, she found herself laughing, at odd moments, at the memory of Lata passionately reciting a full range of rude verses about mothers-in-law from across the empire.


In the daylight hours, as the rains crept on, Malini tried to soothe her aching head and focus on writing letters that brought her very little joy but were nonetheless necessary to achieving her goals.


Experience had taught her that the most successful battles were the ones won by words. Phrases, carefully chosen, could be like a knife: threatening, promising, wounding. She had learned from Lord Narayan, one of the loyal Saketan nobility who had accompanied her from Srugna, that the rot had spread through Saketa. “The rot,” he’d said carefully, “is not simply an Ahiranyi problem, as it was once was. The High Prince is a man driven by fear, Empress. Fear of the loss of his throne. Fear his people will starve. But his fears are . . . not unfounded.”


So she set the blade of her words carefully to the High Prince’s weaknesses. She wrote to him with the offer of crops from Alor and Srugna to feed his people. The restoration of the loyalty of the low princes who had abandoned him to serve her. New trade with Dwarali. Food and prosperity and a future.


I cannot betray the rightful emperor, his scribe had written in return. The only hope Saketa and my people have lies upon a righteous path. A path carved long ago, for all of us, by the mothers. I will not stray from it.


Weeks passed, as her messengers traveled to and fro from the High Prince’s fort in pouring rain; as her pile of unsent letters to Priya grew, the language blooming wilder and stranger with honesty. I miss you, she wrote to Priya, and to herself. But not as you miss me, I think. I miss you because I let myself care for you. For a brief time, I let you into my heart. And I find now that I am empress, now that the world lies at my feet, my heart is a closed door. I am meant to be someone beyond mortal feeling—someone shaped by fire and prophecy into more than flesh and bone and want.


What I was with you, I can never be again.


To the High Prince she replied, I am the mother’s chosen, prophesized by the nameless god. Following me is a choice blessed by the mothers and the nameless god alike.


Trust me, and all will be well.


On the day the rains cleared, Malini finally received the response she had been waiting for:


He would surrender to her. He would return land to the low princes who had turned on him.


He would trust in the will of the mothers, and in her.


More often than not Malini woke up exhausted, dreams tangled in her skull, Narina’s and Alori’s voices fading in her ears like distant storm winds. But today she opened her eyes long before the dawn chorus of birdsong to the unfamiliar feeling of hope blooming open in her chest.


Today—if she was lucky, and clever, and all her politicking worked as she had intended—she would take Saketa from her brother’s grasp. His last ally would finally yield into her hands.


Malini met the day by bathing from a cold bucket bath. She kneeled to have her hair oiled and combed and plaited to the now familiar sounds of her army awakening: the clatter of pots. The grumbling, low voices of men. The crackle and spit of vats over fires, as the camp cooks prepared the morning meal. As her maid Swati knotted ivory flowers into a crown at her head, as she tucked the pleats of her own sari to knife sharpness, she waited for the familiar rhythmic thump of dozens of booted feet against the hard soil. When she finally heard the soldiers on night duty pass her tent on their final patrol, she released a slow breath and said to her maid, “Prepare the tea and bring the map, Swati.”


The women began to arrive, the guard beyond Malini’s tent announcing them as they entered: Raziya and her attendant women; then Deepa, with apologies from Lata. “She’ll be here soon, Empress,” she said. “She was working late into the night—preparing for your meeting with the High Prince. I—I saw her with the Prince from Alor earlier—”


“Thank you, Lady Deepa,” Malini said, before the girl could continue.


There was a large table installed in her tent—large enough for the map of Parijatdvipa to be unrolled in its entirety. The map was made of a thick cloth, the borders of each city-state and the farmland and villages that surrounded them embroidered in weighty darts of thick silk. It was an old piece of work, one gifted to Malini by the Sultan of Dwarali himself. The maze fort of Saketa—the High Prince’s ancient home—was drawn in swirls like a multi-petaled flower, its thorns held within its bloom. Malini considered it, and considered too how close her goal now was.


Once she had the High Prince’s surrender, she would be able to turn her army toward Parijat with no risk of an enemy army at her back. The Saketan low princes and lords who had chosen to serve her would have their loyalty rewarded with new wealth, and with the lands they had lost to the High Prince when they had refused to accept Chandra as their emperor. Her army would have a taste of victory, and Saketan gold, and the promise of a clear and shining path toward Chandra and his army—and the throne.


Once the High Prince was dealt with, she could finally destroy her brother.


The tent curtain rustled once more.


“My lady,” one of her guards said, a crescent of his helmed face visible through the gap between curtain and tent. “Prince Rao and your sage are here.”


“Let them in,” Malini said.


Lata swept in first. Lata’s hair was bound back in its usual tight knot of braids, woven into a corona around her head. But she wore a rich sari of fine silk, its dark fabric patterned with deep blue lotus flowers.


She had protested when Malini had first gifted the clothing to her. “This isn’t the way of sages,” she’d said. But Malini had insisted. “You’re a reflection of me. Consider it a responsibility of your new role.”


“I am only a sage, still,” Lata had said levelly.


“As my advisor, you know that isn’t true,” Malini had replied, and that had been the end of that.


A moment after Lata, Rao entered and made a brief, courteous greeting. His turban was neat, his sash properly tied, his brace of knives glittering and well-oiled at his belt. But Malini had a strong sense that he had not slept. It was something about the way he held himself: shoulders too tight, eyes pinched and shadowed, his head craned forward as if he couldn’t manage its weight.


“Drink some tea,” she told him, and he managed a wan smile. “And you too, Lata. I know you haven’t rested.”


“I had to consider every aspect of your intended pact with the High Prince, Empress,” Lata said, even as she obediently took up a cup. “I’ll sleep once the work is done.” A slight, sidelong glance at Rao. “We both will.”


“We have bad news,” Rao said. “But not entirely unexpected.” He took his tea; drank fast, as if he didn’t even taste it. “Our food supplies are decreasing fast.”


Malini bit back a curse. Rao was right. She had known this was a possibility. The army was vast, and had to be fed, and supplies from loyal city-states arrived at best unevenly. Her men had begun taking food from Saketan villages and fields by awful necessity. But more often than not, the villages they passed were starving, the fields . . . wrong.


“Do we have enough food to see us to Parijat?”


It was Lata who answered.


“It’s possible,” she said. “But we will have to be—careful. And we will have to move on Parijat as swiftly as we can.”


Malini left her tent to join the morning war council with her women arrayed around her. She wore her own saber, a gleaming scar of a blade, lightweight enough for her to carry comfortably upon her hip. Lady Raziya and two of her favorite guards, Manvi and Sahar, carried heavier bows at their backs, their gait proud. Together, they walked beneath tasseled parasols held up by attentive Parijati guards, the soldiers going silent or bowing their heads as they passed.


Malini had seen her father walk as she did now, many times, through the halls of the imperial mahal with his sword at his side and his advisors around him, servants and soldiers alike falling into worshipful stillness at the sight. There was satisfaction in following in his footsteps, at least in this.


An emperor’s power lay in the wisdom, loyalty, and clout of his closest confidants—in maintaining ties with highborn men from across the empire. A princess’s power was demonstrated through her adornment: the weight and shine of her jewels, the flowers in her hair, the beauty of her attendants.


And an empress’s power? Well. There had been no empresses before Malini. So she had carved out the rules and requirements of empress-hood herself, and hoped that throwing together the authority of one role and the visage of another would be enough.


The war council took place in a vast, circular tent. Near her own seat stood Lord Mahesh, his expression severe. There was no sign of Rao. He had left her, as he often did, long before the war council took place, on his own business.


When Malini entered the space, the men bowed. She arranged herself on the makeshift dais of gold brocade cushions that stood in place of her throne; straightened her spine, and raised her head.


Before Lord Mahesh could rise to his own feet and delve into the minutiae of the negotiation with Saketa’s High Prince that lay ahead of them, another lord stood abruptly. He was from Srugna, but Malini was only vaguely familiar with his face, which was not young but still relatively lineless, and twisted in defiant anger.


“I speak for Srugna,” he announced.


Malini let her gaze linger, momentarily, on the old, familiar lords who sat behind him. By the uneasy—but unsurprised—looks on their faces, he did not speak for Srugna. But he was not acting entirely out of turn either. Lord Prakash, seated behind him, watched with shrewd, thoughtful eyes. Waiting to see what she would do in the face of a challenge to her power, no doubt.


Malini said nothing. She let her gaze fix on the lord once more, as he clenched and unclenched his hands, waiting for her to respond. As if he had the right to her ear. He had already erred, by standing out of turn, by demanding to be heard, by showing her and her council disrespect. Let him continue to lay the wood for his own pyre, if he liked.


Everything about him was clean and polished, the fabric of his tunic new and cut in the latest court style set by the king of Srugna himself, with a narrow sash and angular darts of bright fabric at the shoulder. His skin was pale brown. She glanced at his collar and at his wrists, but no lighter strip of skin was visible.


He was new. Fresh to the war for Parijatdvipa, and full of his own self-importance. Even the highborn who zealously protected their skin had turned sun-brown at the face and hands, after long enough traveling in the open.


The Srugani had sent supplies a mere half month ago. This man must have come with them. Who knew what poison had been poured into his ear, in the Srugani court, before he had come to join Malini, fresh coin and fresh soldiers at his command?


It would be interesting to find out.


“We cannot afford to be generous to the High Prince,” the Srugani lord said, when Malini merely stared at him. “If you insist on forgiving a traitor, Empress, Srugna may insist on retreating from a foolish war.”


The Srugani lords shifted anxiously. Lord Prakash was the only one who did not squirm. He watched intently, unmoving. But his brow was furrowed.


This threat, then, had not been expected. By him, at least. She was glad he had not condoned it, even if he had not done her the favor of silencing his fellow lord.


To her left, Lord Mahesh was clearing his throat, demanding attention. “You are unfamiliar with war, I think, Lord Rohit. When I have spoken of strategy, you may express your . . . concerns. But you should not threaten us.” His tone was courteous, but there was a warning in his eyes that the Srugani lord would have been a fool to miss.


“We should not be here,” the lord burst out. A fool after all. “We should be in Parijat, dragging that dog from his throne. We did not come here to sacrifice our men and our coin to the squabbles between the High Prince and his low kin.”


The Saketan princes stood abruptly, one sea of buzzing, angry movement.


“The High Prince is a traitor,” one said sharply. “Allied with that dog. We fought for the empress in Dwarali. We fought in Alor. And in return, he seized our lands, our ancestral villages, our taxes. But we would rather win than face unnecessary strife. You think Srugna has a right to demand blood from Saketa’s highborn?”


“Rohit,” one of the Srugani lords murmured, trying to quell him—far too late, in Malini’s opinion.


“You would be starving without Srugna,” Lord Rohit retorted. “You needed the food from my estates. A significant portion of my crop, taken—and what has Srugna had in return? What? We deserve—”


“You jumped-up fool, you deserve nothing!”


“Enough,” Malini said.


The men fell silent. Good. At least she had power enough still for that. “We cannot enter Parijat with the threat of Saketa at our backs,” she said, calm and even. Let the truth speak for her. It was implacable, inescapable, and they were—nearly all of them—seasoned warriors. Let them recognize it for themselves. “We cannot leave our allies without peace on their own lands.”


She did not say: We bargained for the loyalty of these low princes, when we fought Chandra’s forces in Dwarali, as he threw wave after wave of soldiers against the walls of the Lal Qila, breaking them like waves upon the rocks. She did not say: If I break my word, my bond, our efforts to see Chandra deposed will come to nothing.


This Lord Rohit was owed no explanation from her.


So instead, she said, “Perhaps the Srugani lords wish to inform this lord how he has erred.”


“I,” began Lord Rohit. His words died as Prakash laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, urging him back down to his seat. The Srugani contingent were gray-faced, jaws tight with embarrassment and anger. Whatever they had hoped to achieve by sending forward Lord Rohit with his bluster and righteous rage, they had not achieved it.


“Empress,” said Lord Prakash. He bowed his head. “Lord Rohit meant no harm. If you will show forgiveness . . .”


The Srugani lord’s speech faded as Aditya entered the room.


Malini’s eldest brother was dressed, as always, like a priest of the nameless, in a pale blue dhoti, his long dark hair uncovered and tied neatly behind his back. But in place of the traditional shawl over a bare torso, he wore a tight tunic, padded with fabric and panels of metal. Clothing for battle.


This was the only concession he had given to the world he had been unwillingly dragged back into. He would not seek to take Chandra’s place upon the throne; would not be the imperial crown prince he had once been, before a vision from the nameless god had led him to a life in the priesthood. But he could not be simply a priest any longer. The saber at his belt, strange against the pale worship blue of his dhoti, clinked as he bowed to Malini, then kneeled at her right.


Malini kept her eyes fixed on the Srugani. Waited, with stony patience, until Lord Prakash remembered himself.


“Our most sincere apologies.” Whatever speech he’d intended to make was reduced to one phrase. He bowed again, and at an unsubtle kick to his knee, Lord Rohit scrambled to his feet and bowed also, before lowering himself once more.


In her position, Chandra would have had Lord Rohit’s tongue torn from his throat, or arranged him a slow and brutal execution. Her brother had never taken kindly to slights to his pride.


But Malini did not have the luxury of such careless cruelty, and her anger burned colder and slower than Chandra’s ever had. She nodded instead, allowing it, and thought, When this is done, and Parijatdvipa is mine, I will remember you.


“Lord Mahesh,” Malini said. “Please continue.”


After a moment, Mahesh began to speak, and laid out the task ahead of them.


As Malini approached her chariot, her army parted around her. Half her forces, arrayed in their armor, kept their eyes on her. She kept her gaze forward and her head high. She could not look afraid.


This was not meant to be a battle. It felt like one. She felt the battle in the pounding of her heart as she climbed into her chariot; in the way her senses sharpened, knife-keen. She heard the creak of the metal beneath her feet, the quiet shudder of her chariot’s canopy in the wind. The clatter of hooves as her armed riders surrounded her: a sea of cavalry, carrying Parijatdvipan banners, painfully white under the beating sun.


Lady Raziya rose up onto the chariot beside her, bow in hand. Her guardswomen, on horseback, arranged themselves smoothly into a sickle formation around the chariot.


To their right, Malini’s general rose onto his own chariot. Lord Mahesh met her eyes. He gave her a grave nod.


She grasped the rail of the chariot. Her charioteer had his ear turned toward her. Waiting.


“Signal the men,” she said to Lord Mahesh.


The chariot shuddered forward. The clatter of armor and hooves filled the air as her army moved across flat, dusty terrain, under a gleaming blue sky, toward the High Prince’s fort.


It loomed before them. Small at first, on the horizon, then larger and larger still as they drew closer to its walls.


There was a greeting party awaiting them. A handful of Saketan soldiers. No more than that.


“The High Prince knew we were coming,” Malini murmured to Raziya. “Why has he not arranged an appropriate welcome?”


The High Prince was not the first highborn ruler who had been unwilling to bow to Malini. But when they had negotiated their surrender, they had all acknowledged her with ceremony. A proper coterie of warriors and their finest horses. Courtiers. Gifts.


Before her was . . . almost nothing.


Unease seeped through her.


“I don’t know, Empress,” Raziya said, sounding similarly wary. She looked to her women. Raised her hand in signal. One of them drew closer.


“Warn the others to be watchful,” Raziya ordered.


Malini turned toward Lord Mahesh.


“The High Prince’s negligence concerns me. Something is wrong,” Malini said sharply, pitching her voice to carry over the churning noise of wheels and hooves. He turned his head, meeting her gaze.


“It is wise to be cautious,” Mahesh said. But he did not sound the conch at his belt and call for the attention of his commanders. His chariot continued rolling forward, dust rising in clouds beneath its spoked wheels. “But the High Prince has always been a strange man. I knew him, in our shared youth, and I can assure you he has never cared for pomp or ritual. He will surrender. We must simply wait.”


He has not surrendered yet.


If she ordered Mahesh to halt their forces, would he? Could he? She knew an army had its own momentum and could not be easily stopped in its tracks. She turned her head forward, gazing over the expanse of men before her. Beneath her, her chariot shuddered to a slow stop as they neared the edge of the city. She thought of all the High Prince’s messages—the fear she had read in them, the anxiety knotted through it all. How she wished she had crossed paths with him at least once during her years in the imperial mahal and taken the measure of him herself. Ink, it seemed, was not enough to weigh the heart of a man.


They waited. Silence growing, wind rippling through the flags of Parijatdvipa that hung from chariots.


The gates of the fort slowly yawned open.


No army emerged. Only one man. The sight was so strange that Malini’s own men froze, unmoving, as the gates drew shut once more, barring them from the city.


He was unmistakably a priest. Ash-marked, his expression mild, he crossed the dusty ground that lay before the gates of Saketa. As he walked, a cloud of that same golden dust rose around him, haloing him like motes of light.


Malini’s guards did not move.


Finally, a single commander on horseback made his way forward to greet the priest. The ground was silent for one breath, then two.


The commander rode back to Malini and said, “Empress. He wishes to speak with you. On the High Prince’s behalf.”


“Bring him to me,” said Malini.


A susurration ran through the men, sudden as a rippling breeze, as the priest was brought before her chariot.


He bowed in one graceful motion, then raised his head. He was an old man, gaunt and sun-wizened. But his eyes were fierce.


“You will not be allowed to enter the city, Princess Malini,” the priest said, by way of greeting. His mouth widened into a smile. “And the High Prince will not be leaving his throne to greet you here.”


Ah. So this was a trap.


But what kind of trap? The High Prince was well defended in his city. The fort of Saketa was famed for its complexity, its multiple walls that wound and twisted, covered with watchtowers. It was said that if someone had been able to view the fort from the sky, its structure would resemble a blooming, hundred-petaled lotus. Malini had examined its likeness on her map mere hours ago. To siege the city would be nigh on impossible. To starve out the people within it would cost Malini more than she could afford to give.


If the High Prince had invited her into his palace—if he had surrounded her and her advisors there—then perhaps she would understand the nature of the vise she had been caught within. But this. This, she could not comprehend.


“If the High Prince will not negotiate with me, I can only offer him war,” Malini replied.


The priest inclined his head.


“I am a priest, but I am also a warrior,” the priest said. His eyes were flint. “Emperor Chandra has not waited idly for the betrayal of his blood siblings, Princess Malini. The priesthood has grown. There are those who pray by fire and kneeling, by flowers and funerary rites. And then there are men like me, who have learned a different kind of prayer.”


“Will you raise a sword to me, priest?” Malini asked. She did not allow herself to feel fear or even anger. She had faced worse. And if Chandra had given holy men sabers, and sent them to war with her—well, what did that matter? They would be either poor at faith and politics, or poor at war, and either suited her well enough.


“I am here to serve the High Prince on Emperor Chandra’s behalf,” the priest said. “I have come, as have my brethren, for the sake of Parijatdvipa. Because I understand sacrifice. But you do not, Princess Malini.” There was a sudden, strange urgency in his voice. Distantly, she heard the low wail of a conch being sounded. One of the commanders had seen something.


Another wail.


Something was glinting on the walls of the fort. Archers.


Warning. Danger. Danger.


The priest’s voice rose higher as the highborn lords muttered and turned their heads, slow to mark the danger; as soldiers drew their shields; as Malini straightened, tense in her carriage, unwilling to show weakness, forcing herself to trust in the defenses surrounding. Next to her, Raziya calmly reached for her bow, nocking an arrow as if she was contemplating shooting the priest square through the eye.


“The mothers of flame blessed their sons,” he cried out, words tumbling over themselves. “When the mothers chose to die by fire, their deaths—their sacrifice—were a blessing, an act that summoned magical flame to the swords of their followers.”


“We have all read the Book of Mothers,” Mahesh said impatiently. He was gripping his saber hard. “Men, restrain the priest—carefully.”


“If you understood the nature of sacrifice, Princess Malini,” the priest said swiftly, as soldiers surrounded him, “you would do your part, as so many other women have. Willingly and gladly. For your emperor brother’s sake.”


“Other women,” she repeated flatly, as her heart thudded, as a sickening jolt of understanding ran through her.


He stared back at her. The fervent light of his smile had faded, leaching from his mouth to fill his eyes, which were painfully wide and fixed upon her.


“The weapons that shall be turned upon you and all the emperor’s enemies are carried in their ashes,” he announced with pride. “They burned to save the world. As the mothers burned. You can do no less. Know your place, Princess Malini. And see what women braver than you have wrought.”


He raised a hand.


Malini looked up as the gate of the fort opened once more—flung wide to release riders on horseback holding blades that glowed, tendrils of smoke rising around them.


Looked up, and saw the fire begin to rain from the sky.


Her army had faced fire arrows before. They were a weapon of war, and the commander of each branch of the army sprawled across the field before her—horse cavalry, elephant, foot soldier—knew how to respond to such tactics. Even staffs or swords covered in flame could be fought.


OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png
THE

OLEANDER
SWORD





OEBPS/images/bktitle.png
THE

OLEANDER
SWORD

OOOOOOOOO
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

ooooo
.........






OEBPS/images/ch1.png






OEBPS/images/ch3.png





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.png





OEBPS/images/ch2.png





OEBPS/images/ch5.png





OEBPS/images/ch4.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue



		1 Malini



		2 Priya



		3 Malini



		4 Chandra



		5 Malini



		6 Priya



		7 Malini



		8 Rao



		9 Bhumika



		10 Kunal



		11 Priya



		12 Parul



		13 Malini



		14

 

		15 Dhiren



		16 Bhumika



		17 Priya



		18 Malini



		19 Bhumika



		20 Priya



		21 Malini



		22 Rao



		23 Priya



		24 Deepa



		25 Ashok



		26 Malini



		27 Rao



		28 Bhumika



		29 Ganam



		30 Ashok



		31 Malini



		32 Chandra



		33 Bhumika



		34 Swati



		35 Malini



		36 Priya



		37 Malini



		38 Rao



		39 Malini



		40 Bhumika



		41 Priya



		42 Bhumika



		43 Malini



		44 Rao



		45 Priya



		46 Kunal



		47 Chandra



		48 Priya



		49 Rao



		50 Malini



		51 Priya



		52 Bhumika



		53 Rao



		54 Malini



		55 Chandra



		56 Malini



		57 Priya



		58 Malini



		59 Ashok



		60 Malini



		61 Malini



		62 Rao



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Cast of Char Acters



		Cast of Char Acters













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“A fiercely and
unapologenca]ly
feminist tale of

endurance and

revolution set against a
gorgeous, unique,
magical world.”

' —S.A. CHAKRABORTY





