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Prologue


The Lost Journal


Mandore, Rajasthan, June 2010


The journal was right where he remembered putting it thirty years ago, buried two feet beneath the distinctive stone slab. It was wrapped in waterproof greased leather, in a painted wooden box that crumbled, rotten with age and damp, when he dug it out. To his considerable relief, it looked like the journal hadn’t been further damaged by its burial. The pages were cotton cloth at the front, then varying grades of paper that became more refined as he flicked through. The book smelled musty and the binding was frail. Some of the oldest pages, the cotton ones at the front, were more than a thousand years old, and it was to the first page, the earliest, that he went. The script was ancient, but he found he knew it, and silently translated the words as he traced them with a trembling finger, not quite daring to touch the page.




If you are reading this journal, then I hope you are me – you know what I mean.


I have come to believe that certain stories develop a life of their own. They are powerful because they are so widely known, so much a part of our culture – indeed, of our daily lives – that they become more than mere words.


Imagine, if you will, a tale that defines a people. It has heroes and villains, good and evil deeds; its very words are sacred to us. It is like a chess set, its pieces inhabited by the same souls, game after game. Or perhaps this tale is a living thing, a script that constantly seeks actors, and when it finds them, it inhabits those actors and possesses them utterly, finding new ways to express and re-express itself, time and time again.


What must it be like to be one of those souls, doomed to live the same life time and again, over and over, always acting out the tale, sometimes glorifying it, sometimes enhancing it, and always at great cost to themselves, for their whole existence is a prison sentence. Their fate is to live constantly as a plaything of an idea.


But you know what that’s like, don’t you?


Such a story is like a tyrannical god, inflicting itself upon unwilling worshippers.


I know this is real, because I am living such a tale, and I am doomed to live it over and over, for ever more – and by ‘I’, I mean ‘you’.


Over and over and yet again.





As he focused on the brief verse that followed, a thrill of unease – the same shivery feeling he always got when he saw those words – made the hairs on his arms stand up.




Time is water from the well of life


And I must draw that water with only my hands to bear it


My thin and fragile fingers cupped to receive it, every drop precious


But ere I have raised it to my lips, it has drained away


One day I will learn not to spill it and I will drink my fill


And finally be free


Aram Dhoop, Poet of Mandore





He blinked rapidly, remembering the last time he’d written those words, two years ago. He’d had to do a poem for English and though he’d had no idea then why, it had been one of the easiest assignments ever. The words had just flown from his pen, almost as if he were just copying out someone else’s work. And when his teacher had asked him what he was trying to say, he’d started, ‘It’s about reincarnation—’ and then stopped; he knew the poem did mean something important, but that was about as close as he could come to explaining it to someone else.


But that hadn’t mattered, apparently, because the teacher had entered his work in the inter-schools’ Poetry Cup competition that year – he’d been a little surprised how thrilled he’d felt when he’d got up in front of the whole school to accept the trophy from the headmaster.


And yet here were those very same words, set down in a strange – and yet not unfamiliar – hand on a page that pre-dated paper in a journal his forebears (if that was the right word) had been keeping for more than a thousand years.


He put the journal down. He would read it properly that night – though he knew already that the words would be as familiar as if he had written them yesterday.


There was one other thing hidden with the journal: a small leather pouch. It was empty. Strange; I almost expected the necklace to be inside this time. His hand still remembered the shape of the pendant: a pale crystal veined with burgundy streaks set into a tarnished decorative metal surround. He’d never forgotten the way it used to pulse queasily at his touch. Where the necklace was now, he had no idea.


The journal was unique, a scholar’s dream, but he had no intention of showing it to anyone. He had begun writing it many lifetimes and more than a thousand years ago, a record of his life that was centuries old; though the last time he had buried it was just thirty years ago.


And he himself was only seventeen years old.









Conspirator


Mandore, Rajasthan, AD 769


As the winter draws to an end and the heat rises again, the winds begin to blow across the Thar Desert: great clouds of dirty orange dust billowing out of the west. The men, if they must venture outside, go muffled in scarves, while the women throw the loose end of their dupattas over their heads, so that they look like colourful insects, swaying in the mirages. The arid land leaches away what little other colour there is; the pallid shrubs become coated in sand, the tiny mud houses and canvas tents are the same muted hues as the desert itself. The vibrant clothes of the people provide the only brightness, the colours feeding hearts and lifting spirits.


It has not rained for months, nor will it for many more – the only real rain comes once a year here, at the end of the summer, when for six to eight weeks the land is revitalised by sudden, brief torrential downpours so fierce that anyone caught outside finds themselves staggering under the onslaught even as they dance in relief that the monsoon has come at all. But this winter has been drier than usual and the old folk are whispering of worse to come. When the skies are orange with dust, it is always a bad year, they say.


This, the third year of the reign of Devaraja Pratihara, son of Nagabhata, certainly hasn’t been a good one for the town of Mandore. He moved his court, the heart of the Gujara-Pratihara Empire, to Avanti, leaving the old capital of Mandore in the hands of Ravindra-Raj, his third wife’s son. The desert folk whisper that the gods, displeased at this turn of events, have cursed Mandore; certainly the court and all its hangers-on have followed Devaraja to Avanti, leaving Mandore denuded and lost in dreams of its glorious royal past. Traders are few now, and houses that once thrived are abandoned, or taken over by squatters seeking shelter, or dismantled by stone-thieves looking for easy pickings. Some believe that Mandore’s curse is embodied in Ravindra-Raj himself – not that they would ever voice their fears out loud to strangers – for his cruelty and oppression are amongst the reasons so many have left. Those who lay the city’s current ills at Ravindra’s door claim once-proud Mandore is being strangled by the raja and his many offences against the gods.


*


Madan Shastri, the senapati, or commander, of the raja’s soldiers, watched Ravindra uneasily out of the corner of his eyes as he committed yet more such offences. Ravindra was not a man you ever looked at directly, not if you wanted to keep your eyes, as he was currently demonstrating.


‘Speak, Gautam! Speak!’ Ravindra roared as he pressed a white-hot iron to the naked prisoner’s chest. Once again the dungeon cell filled with the smell of seared flesh, causing even the most hardened of the watching courtiers to wince. Gautam screamed silently: his mouth moved, but no sounds emanated from him, for by now he was beyond speech. His whole body was so covered in welts and burns and cuts to make him unrecognisable to even his closest friends. Even if Ravindra were to show him mercy now, Gautam would never be the same. True mercy would be to slay him swiftly.


Shastri longed to end this, but one did not come between Ravindra and his pleasures. He looked away, only to be met by a sight almost as unpleasant – the smiling jowls of the raja’s favoured son, Prince Chetan.


‘Why Senapati Shastri, I do believe you look a little unwell,’ the prince drawled as he sipped a lemon sherbet. His expression kept changing as he was alternately bored and amused by the proceedings. ‘I’d have thought our noble captain would have the stomach for such unpleasant sights when it is in defence of my father and his realm.’ He lowered his voice and in a sly whisper he added, ‘Or is it fear of what Gautam might say that makes you look so very ill at ease?’


Shastri stiffened slightly. ‘Of course I have nothing to fear,’ he replied. ‘The conspiracy must be rooted out. All traitors must die.’


‘But you and Gautam were quite friendly, I thought?’ Prince Chetan’s eyes were sparkling with unfriendly mischief. The prince was a big man, larger even than his father, with heavy, slab-like muscles, and though he wasn’t a clever man, he was cunning, and in Ravindra’s court of whispers and cruelty that mattered more.


‘He was my superior. One must always cultivate amiable relations with those above us,’ Shastri replied uncomfortably.


Chetan grinned maliciously. ‘So your apparent amiable nature towards my father and me is just pretence, Senapati?’


Shastri frantically groped for the right words to lead him out of this dangerous little maze Chetan had woven, but he was saved from having to reply immediately when the door to the dungeon was flung open and Ravindra’s chief wife sashayed in. Rani Halika was wearing a vivid jewel-encrusted red sari and enough gold to ransom her husband.


She looked at Gautam’s shattered frame and tittered elegantly. ‘My lord, I trust he has not expired just yet? I wish to teach my sister-wives a lesson in loyalty.’ She looked about the dungeon, taking in the bloodstained floor, the nauseous courtiers and the grinning torturers lounging against the walls watching, and Chetan, her favourite son. She gave Shastri a voluptuous smile. ‘Senapati, how nice of you to join us. Are you well entertained?’


The raja turned to her. He was clad in armour inlaid with gold and silver and embossed with intricate tracing of hunting nobles and fleeing beasts. A speared tiger died eternally in the middle of his blood-speckled breastplate. His oiled moustaches and beard gleamed and his flushed cheeks were ruddy in the flickering torchlight. Though he had been here all night, destroying the body and mind of the latest man alleged to have conspired against him, he showed no trace of exhaustion. ‘Senapati Shastri has been our witness, my dear. Everyone trusts the good captain, so my brother’s confession will have greater credence if spoken in his presence.’


Shastri wondered if that truly was the only reason for his presence, for this was not normally something the raja insisted on when he tortured a man.


‘And do we have any interesting new names?’ the rani asked curiously.


Ravindra shrugged. ‘No one of note – a dozen of Gautam’s guards, a few scribes, a merchant or two – a disappointing conspiracy, doomed from the start to fail. How sad, that my own brother had so few real allies,’ he reflected with mock sorrow. He stroked his brother’s flayed chest. ‘Bring in the other wives, then, if you think it needful.’


‘My lord, no—!’ protested Shastri, but Ravindra cut him off with a chopping gesture.


Halika clapped her hands and a demure procession of six young women walked in, all except for one clad in bright saris of yellow and green and orange. The last girl wore a shapeless black robe that enveloped her entire form, leaving only a narrow slit for her eyes. Shastri watched her, feeling a distress that he couldn’t quite bring himself to understand. Darya was the raja’s latest bride, and the only foreign one. She’d been given to Ravindra by a Mohameddan from the western side of the desert. Something about her intense eyes and upright bearing always drew his attention.


He tore his gaze away and flashed a reassuring look at Padma, his little sister, the second youngest of Ravindra’s wives. It was supposed to be an honour, to be chosen by the raja, but he knew Padma dwelt in misery. Her girlish prettiness had already faded and she didn’t look healthy. She looked back at him dazedly and then dropped her gaze, almost as if she were frightened to meet his eye.


His nerves tightened.


All the girls recoiled when they saw the bloody form hanging from the chains in the centre of the room, but Rani Halika clapped her hands and crowed, ‘See what we have here, girls!’ She gestured at the broken man. ‘A failed plotter! Do you even know who it is?’ She peered at the vacant-faced girl nearest her. ‘Do you know who it is, Meena?’


Meena shook her head, her face frightened. Two of the ranis involuntarily backed away, pretty Rakhi going pale and rake-thin Jyoti vomiting against the wall. Even hollow-eyed Aruna looked frightened, despite the clear signs of opium intoxication in her glazed eyes.


‘Why, Meena, do you not recognise your own dear brother-in-law? Surely you know Prince Gautam? It appears that Gautam thought he could turn the guards against our lord and master. But of course our guards are totally loyal, aren’t they, my beloved husband?’ Halika stroked Ravindra’s mailed arm.


The young queens all shuddered, unable to tear their eyes from the bloodied mess that was all that remained of proud Prince Gautam. Shastri watched them all as they stood trembling – except Rani Darya. Through the narrow eye-slit he momentarily met a composed gaze, then as she became aware of his regard, she too started shaking, and for a moment it crossed his mind that she was just mimicking the others.


Surely not. Of course she must be as upset as the rest of them . . .


He wondered what she looked like under that thick black robe – a burkha – was she beautiful? His sister Padma spoke well enough of her, but said that she seldom interacted with the other wives. Was she intelligent and gentle? Were there hidden reserves? Her eyes were the most enchanting green he had ever seen, the few glimpses he’d had of her face revealed features that were angular and pleasing, and her hands were long and elegant. But only Ravindra had the privilege of seeing what lay beneath that heavy robe.


He caught the girl returning his stare and flicked his eyes away – straight into Ravindra’s predatory gaze. He flattened his expression, dreading what the raja might have read in his face, but his ruler merely smiled knowingly before returning his gaze to his brother.


‘I think Gautam’s told us all he knows,’ he said sadly. ‘Bring in that poet fellow and let him say a few words. Then we’ll release my poor brother from his torment.’


Shastri looked carefully at the floor and prayed that Gautam could hold out until he was ‘released’.


*


Aram Dhoop, the Court Poet, was dozing, huddled uncomfortably against the wall outside the dungeon, where he had been for the last ten hours. At first the cries of the tortured prince had made sleep impossible, but it was amazing what one could endure if one tried. His reverie was shattered by a rough hand on his shoulder shaking him awake: one of the dungeon guards, a hard-faced man with a world-weary manner. Aram quite liked Pranav, except when the gaoler was hurting people for his lord, when he became a different person entirely. ‘I do what I must, or I face the consequences,’ Pranav had explained quietly once, after Aram had wondered aloud how he slept at night.


‘But then, who am I to judge?’ he acknowledged quietly to himself. ‘I’ve slept most of the night in earshot of the one good man in this kingdom being eviscerated.’ He straightened as the guard gestured, indicating that he was wanted inside; Pranav’s expression gave nothing away. Aram hurried inside, hoping that all they wanted was his poetic abilities.


It appeared that was indeed the case, so the Court Poet murmured a few words of consolation over the tortured form of the only decent man in the fortress before blessing him in the name of the gods. Aram wasn’t a priest, but the last of the holy men had fled months ago when it became apparent just what sort of a man Ravindra-Raj was. Many of the soldiers had deserted as well, but Ravindra had bribed, charmed or terrified enough men to maintain control. There was something unsettling about him, something of the cobra in his hooded eyes. Just being close to him was enough to paralyse thought.


As he finished his blessing, Aram glanced along the line of wives. While he counted every man here a beast, he felt sorry for these delicate creatures – except for Halika, of course, who was every bit as bad as Ravindra. At least I need only recite poetry to the raja, he reflected as he ran his eye down the line. These poor creatures must bear his children. Only the long-term wives, Halika, Meena and Rakhi, had given Ravindra male heirs thus far; Jyoti and Aruna had produced daughters. And only Chetan had so far survived to adulthood, but there were more in the nurseries. Imagining how intimate these women had to be with their lord and husband was nauseating.


Empathy was a curse, here in dying Mandore.


His eyes flickered nervously past Padma, Senapati Shastri’s little sister. He feared she was beginning to take a dangerous liking to him. She asked for him to sing too often, watched him too avidly. The raja had executed men for less. But even as he reminded himself of this, he could not help his own gaze drifting to the black-clad girl at the end of the line and feeling a now-familiar twinge of longing.


Apart from the eunuchs and the raja himself, he was the only man allowed to see her face uncovered, when called to the zenana to play for the entertainment of the women. Darya’s face had melted his heart the moment he had seen her reclining beside a pond in the women’s quarters. Loneliness, loss, the courage to endure, all had been captured in her expression. She was like a hawk, tethered but not tamed; a poem far beyond his skills to write. In his most secret dreams he worshipped her.


Rani Halika clapped her hands a third time. ‘Now, girls, the lesson for the day is this: there is but one god and his name is Ravindra-Raj. He rules every part of this world that you will ever know. He owns your body, and he owns your soul, and you owe him everything – in life and in death. May you be as thankful as you ought, for you see what befalls those who conspire against him.’ She knelt, prostrating herself before the raja, and Ravindra smiled coldly as the other women followed suit, a line of genuflecting gaudy birds with wide-eyed, terrified faces . . . except for one. Darya lifted her head haughtily, turned her back and stomped away.


Halika looked outraged, but before she could say a word, Ravindra smiled and commanded, ‘Send her to me tonight.’


The chief wife looked displeased. ‘My lord—’


But her protest died on her lips when Ravindra looked at her sternly. She bowed her head and stayed silent.


Ravindra turned back to his younger brother and stroked his swollen purple cheek. ‘Now, dear brother, I think your lesson is learned. Shall I release you?’


The prisoner quivered, and Aram realised to his horror that Gautam was still aware.


With a soft, almost sensuous sigh, Ravindra rammed the poker through Gautam’s chest and into his heart. There was a great crack and a tearing sound and the prince’s blood came spurting, sizzling, from the wound and coated the raja. A stench of roasting meat overwhelmed the chamber. Then in a grotesque parody of remorse, Ravindra closed his eyes and hugged his dying brother.


*


Aram Dhoop closed his eyes and sang. His voice floated through the walled garden to the carved red sandstone latticework that hid the faces of the queens. Somewhere up there, Darya would be sitting alone, he was sure, shunned by the other wives as a Mohameddan; lonely, lost, yearning for a gentle touch: his touch. He knew this with complete certainty. He sang of love and hope. He sang for her.


What is she thinking as she sits up there, staring through the grille at me? Does she know these songs are for her?


Aram Dhoop had been born here in Mandore. It was always clear he was going to be too small to be a warrior, but his father had ensured he was educated. Not only could he read and write, but he had become a fine musician. He’d hoped to be taken to Avanti when Devaraja Pratihara shifted his court, but the raja had an enormous entourage and many poets and musicians, and he’d been overlooked. It hadn’t been for any lack of talent, but his high-birthed fellow poets – as vicious a flock of songbirds as ever pecked down a rival – had never accepted him as one of their clique, ostracising him and ensuring he never had the chance to catch the ear of the maharaja. Now, left behind in the obscurity of Mandore, he lived on his nerves in the cruel, deadly court of Ravindra-Raj, where a slip of the tongue could be as fatal as a sip of poison.


Would that I could ride free like one of those lumbering warriors! How unfair is a world that allows talentless brutes to prosper while the artistic must live hand-to-mouth . . .


His dream extended, as it was wont to do, to include a beautiful Persian girl at his side, laughing at his wit, weeping at the beauty of his voice and gazing at him in adoration as the priests made them one.


Does she feel as I do? Does she yearn for me as I yearn for her? Does her heart swell as my voice swells? Does it beat in time to the rhythm of my song?


But no matter how passionately he sang, or how prettily he played, the red sandstone latticework walls of the zenana gave him no sign that he was heard at all.


*


Senapati Madan Shastri stood stolidly as Rani Halika wafted towards him across the rosewater-perfumed room. He felt awkward standing there on the threshold of the women’s quarters, but Halika herself had commanded his presence.


‘Ah, Senapati, thank you for coming. Have you brought the eunuch?’


He nodded wordlessly and gestured to the pasty-faced man. He found the practice of castrating servants revolting, but the court had many such creatures now that Ravindra reigned. Still, at least the eunuch’s presence meant that he wasn’t alone with Rani Halika. That carried far too many dangers, for all that her worldly sensuality repulsed him. He turned away, anxious to be gone.


But the head wife had not yet finished playing with him. ‘Stay, Shastri, please. The other girls are skittish tonight; they may need to be restrained while we sedate them. Don’t worry, your sister is no problem. Padma is such a compliant girl.’ She made this observation sound both complimentary and sneering.


Before Shastri could respond, the eunuch, Uday, simpered, ‘I have brought an extra-strong dose for her, mistress.’


The fluting sound of Uday’s voice was enough to make Shastri wince, but Halika was pleased. ‘Good, good. Come with me.’


Shastri could scarcely hide his disgust at this task, but Uday’s expression was well schooled. He’s better than me at this, Shastri thought, as he followed the queen and the eunuch to the first of the bedrooms – scarcely larger than a prison cell – where the queens slept.


Halika was the eldest queen, a courtesan Ravindra had chosen as his bride when he was just another strutting nobleman of the Pratihara court, albeit more vicious and skilled than most. Their union had been the start of his ascent. Halika was in her early forties now, and still a striking woman, despite bearing three children to her lord.


Halika might be a bride chosen as a kindred soul, but Ravindra’s later wives were all chosen for social advantage. Meena, a plump and stupid woman now in her thirties, had brought with her a huge dowry. Rakhi was a prize of tribal warfare; first choice of the spoils following Ravindra’s victory on the battlefield. Jyoti, the only daughter of a high priest, brought great kudos, while Aruna, as the daughter of a man infamous for his ability to source opium from the north, brought great power. And Padma had secured the alliance with Shastri’s family at a time when that had meant something. Shastri’s father had approved the union in his dotage, something the senapati had never forgiven, even at his father’s grave-side.


Only Darya, the Persian girl, did not fit this pattern. No one knew what had driven Ravindra to pursue her, but there was endless speculation.


The first five wives all took their ‘medicine’ calmly – and in Aruna’s case, eagerly, which filled Shastri with pity as he watched them succumb to the poppy-milk. Clearly the debilitating dream-life of the addict was preferable to the reality of life in the claws of Ravindra and Halika. Padma was already snoring as he left her and he sighed, remembering with sadness the lively intelligence that had once shone in her eyes.


It was the newest rani who was resisting, which was no surprise. Darya spat at them when her cell was opened, snarling and shrieking like a wildcat. When Halika commanded Shastri to restrain her, she bundled herself in her burkha, hiding her face.


‘Must she take that damned stuff?’ he asked plaintively.


A slow, speculative smile crawled across Halika’s face as she measured his words and what they revealed. ‘Of course she must,’ she chuckled. ‘It’s to help her sleep.’ She tugged the corner of Darya’s burkha. ‘Pull it off her, Shastri. Then hold her down.’


What he saw in Halika’s mocking face told him that to refuse was to risk ending up like Gautam. Any sign of disobedience in this court would always be interpreted in the worst possible way. It made him rage inside to have to lay hands on the young woman and wrench her cover-all away. His throat caught when he set eyes on what he found beneath: a young and nubile body, unblemished by age or child-bearing, clad in a short, thin shift that barely covered her thighs. Barely sixteen, he guessed, half his own age, and beautiful – so very beautiful, as lovely and wild as a doe antelope. Her face was contorted in rage, but that didn’t conceal the handsomeness of her high cheekbones, aquiline nose and dazzling emerald eyes.


Tearing the burkha away felt horribly like the prelude to rape, though, and that quenched any other emotion he might have felt, leaving him trembling in disgust. Perhaps that’s what Halika intended. Sick to the stomach, he grasped the girl’s arms. Forgive me, he whispered as he pinned her down, but there was only hatred in her face for all of them. Halika held her nose to make her open her mouth, then tipped the drug down her throat, even as Darya tried to spit it out and breathe at the same time. Uday just shook his head sadly, but Halika seemed to relish the struggle; Shastri could see her quivering with excitement as she stood over the girl and held her down until her eyes rolled backwards in her skull.


She let Darya go and laid a hand on Shastri’s arm. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured, panting and flushed. She waved the eunuch away and Uday backed out, leaving them alone. ‘How strong you are,’ she murmured, flashing her eyes and tilting her head closer, her lips opening.


For a second, her perfume caught in his throat and almost . . . almost . . .


He flinched, and fled.


‘All praise a loyal servant,’ Uday murmured as he passed him outside.


Shastri shot the eunuch a venomous look, and hurried away.


*


‘Senapati Shastri, are you loyal to your lord?’


Shastri schooled the expression on his face carefully as he knelt before the throne of the raja and his son. ‘Of course, Prince Chetan.’ He kept his gaze fixed upon the feet of Ravindra-Raj, who was seated upon a seat shaped like a peacock with a fanned tail. A hookah of gold and enamel sat at Ravindra’s feet. The opium fumes filling the room were making Shastri’s head spin dangerously, and the profusion of flowers and plants depicted on the walls surrounding them, a mass of bright clashing colours all tangled together, wasn’t helping.


‘You have no wife, Senapati,’ observed Ravindra. Apart from the punkah-walla, whose tongue had been cut out long before, they were alone. ‘Why is that?’


‘No time, my lord.’


And no desire to bind myself to someone whose safety could be used against me. No desire to bring children into this foul city that had been a good place to live until you were given its rule.


‘Your last remaining parent died last year,’ added Ravindra, watching him carefully. ‘You have few ties to bind you to Mandore.’


What is he inferring? ‘I have my sister, lord.’


‘Mmm. Pretty Padma,’ the raja purred. ‘Quite my favourite wife. So . . . amenable.’


‘And I have my love for Mandore,’ Shastri replied, staring at the wall. His sister’s marriage to his lord was a source of constant pain.


Ravindra smiled. ‘How touching. Your love for a decaying town in the middle of a barren desert? A petty kingdom sidelined by the emperor’s lack-witted decision to take his court elsewhere? Very romantic, I am sure. How old are you, Shastri?’


‘Thirty-two, lord.’


‘It really is high time you were married then. I shall arrange it. Have any women taken your eye?’


He shook his head numbly.


‘What, none of the fair desert flowers of Mandore have caught your fancy? You are one of the most powerful men of the kingdom; you know you could have any woman you wanted . . .’


No, thought Shastri, I have no power here. I am just a tool, one who lives in terror of being discarded. And the only woman I want is . . .


He kept his silence, shaking his head slowly.


Ravindra looked at Chetan. ‘My son and I will discuss this. It is not right that you are unmarried. We will arrange a suitable union.’ He tapped his fingers on the throne, studying Shastri closely, then he changed the subject completely. ‘But this was not my reason for summoning you. I must tell you that my health is poor. I am not expected to live long, according to my physicians.’


Shastri stared at him. The raja looked the picture of good health, and he sounded remarkably relaxed for a man announcing his impending death.


‘My lord—’ He stopped and started again, trying to sound as sincere as he was shocked. ‘My lord, that is truly terrible news . . .’ He stuttered to a halt.


Ravindra-Raj dying? Could my prayers really be answered so easily?


Ravindra raised a negligent hand. ‘Yes, yes, Shastri. I have come to terms with it. But I wished you to know so that you can prepare yourself. When I die, it is likely there will be some unrest. You must be prepared to secure the kingdom for my son.’


Shastri bowed, his heart racing, but he didn’t miss Chetan eyeing him suspiciously. The prince had his own favourites among the guards, killers like One-Eyed Jeet; Shastri wondered how long he would be allowed to keep his position once Chetan was crowned and the succession assured. ‘I will give Prince Chetan all my support, of course. My commiserations on this dreadful news, Lord.’


Ravindra waved a hand dismissively. ‘Yes, yes. You may go, Senapati.’


Shastri started bowing his way out, managing to contain his relief, but just as he thought he’d escaped, Ravindra spoke again. ‘By the way, Shastri, Prince Gautam . . .’


Shastri stiffened, did not turn.


‘My foolish brother did not name his main co-conspirator. I know there is one.’


Shastri swallowed carefully. ‘That is unfortunate, my lord.’


‘Find the men he did name and bring them to the dungeons. We will root out the key name – it is a matter of some urgency.’


Shastri forced himself to breathe. ‘Yes, my lord.’


Only years of military discipline enabled him to walk steadily from the throne-room.









When Three Meet (Again)


Jodhpur, Rajasthan, March 2010


The white-clad fielders closed in as Warne tossed the ball from hand to hand. The MCG crowd roared, chanting not for the Aussie spinner, but calling the visiting batsman’s name. He had won them over with his dazzling innings. ‘Amanjit Singh! Amanjit Singh! Amanjit Singh!’ He blocked out the wall of sound with an effort. Concentrate. Six to win, last ball . . . Gilchrist murmured something derisive to the batsman as he hunched behind the stumps. Lee smirked and Ponting scowled.


‘You’ve got no chance, mate. Warney’s gonna skittle ya.’


The blond spinner shuffled up to the stumps, his arm rolled over . . .


. . . Amanjit blinked . . . and he was back in reality, with Sanjay about to bowl the last ball before the end of lunch-break on a red-brown strip of rubbish-strewn dirt at the back of their tiny schoolyard in Jodhpur. The ball was a tennis ball stripped of its fur and carefully deflated so it bounced low like a cricket ball, and the bat was a plank of timber that had been chipped into shape and wrapped in tape. But I’m still going to hit a six . . .


Sanjay bowled, short, leg-side, as usual . . .


Thwack!


The boys all groaned except for Amanjit who skipped triumphantly down the pitch and roared, ‘In your face, Warne!’ at Sanjay. Sanjay’s eyebrows shot up, then they all followed the flight of the ball as it sailed onto the roof of the main school building, three flights up.


‘Amanjit, you kotte! You’ve lost the bloody ball AGAIN,’ a chorus of young male voices cursed. ‘You have to get it back!’


The bell rang, and everyone else groaned and fled, leaving Amanjit and Sanjay behind.


Amanjit looked at Sanjay. ‘It’s your ball.’


‘You hit it – you know we banned sixers. You’re always showing off.’


‘If you weren’t such a rubbish bowler I wouldn’t have been able to hit it.’


‘You get it back! That’s our only decent ball!’ Sanjay turned and ran after the rest of the boys pelting towards the classrooms.


Five minutes later Amanjit was crawling across the roof, praying to every god he could think of that none of the teachers on the upper floors were looking out of their windows. Fortunately he knew the roof well, even though it was officially out of bounds for students. It was a great place to hide whilst skipping class, and from up here you could see over the rooftops for miles on all sides. He’d always liked looking at the tangle of buildings, many of which were painted the ubiquitous sky-blue colour from which Jodhpur took its nickname, ‘The Blue City’. Some people said the blue was considered auspicious, even holy, whilst others swore that it drove mosquitoes away. Whatever! he thought, rolling his eyes and looking about him.


Bal Vidya High School was on the south side of the city, beneath the shadow of the Mehrangarh, the huge fortress that surmounted the entire hill overlooking Jodhpur. It was the seat of the Maharaja of Jodhpur, and had never been taken in battle. Amanjit was overcome with awe whenever he saw it.


Right now, though, he would rather have been looking at that bald old tennis ball . . .


The sun beat down, radiating heat. It was early spring, and the air was gritty from the sandstorms that always blew in from the desert at this time of year. He hated spring! It was worse than high summer. He had grit in his eyes, grit in the folds of his turban, grit in his ears, and he was going to have welts on his arse if any of the schoolmasters caught him up here again during class-time. A bead of sweat rolled from beneath his already damp turban and ran down his face. Feeling half-heroic, half-ridiculous, he crawled under windows, hearing fragments of the lessons being taught inside. He tiptoed over creaking beams and hopped over holes in the roof and around piles of rotting leaves and debris.


Where’s that damned ball?


There! On an adjacent roof, he thought he’d spotted the dull black-brown sphere, nestled in a pile of . . . something . . . probably best not to think what. He winched himself up and crept quietly across the surface, trying not to make a sound, lest whoever was in the room below heard him. He balanced, perched precariously on his knee and elbow, and reached out . . .


. . . just as a furry brown arm reached in and grabbed.


No!


‘Hey, give me that!’ he hissed.


The monkey looked at the ball, sniffed it and bared its teeth at him.


‘Let it go, you little rat!’


The monkey snickered at him, screeched and bounded away.


Damn!


Amanjit leapt after it, landing like a cat on the level below. The monkey watched him come, hissed and bounded away.


He should have shrugged and let it go, but he couldn’t, not when it was their last ball and it was his fault. He gave chase.


He sprinted over the roofs, leaping between buildings, balancing along narrow ledges and climbing chest-high rises, and all the while the monkey capered in front of him, almost toying with him, more amused than scared. Then at last he had it trapped – well, sort of . . .


He rounded a corner and suddenly there were no more buildings in front of them; there was nowhere else for the monkey to run. It could have gone down the side of the building, maybe. For a second, Amanjit was afraid it would come at him – monkeys were no joke, with their powerful jaws and strong, grasping fingers, and they carried any number of noxious diseases. Then it darted to the edge of the roof and sized up the drop. They were right beside the open window of the music room – which was, by coincidence, exactly where he was supposed to be.


The monkey turned towards the window. ‘No!’ he hissed. ‘Stand still! Don’t!’ The monkey grinned at him as if daring him to try stopping it. ‘No! I’ll do anything! I’ll offer anything you like at the next Hanuman temple I see! Just don’t – oh no!’


As the monkey leapt and sailed through the window and into the classroom, he lunged to intercept it, but he was too slow—


—and then chaos exploded.


Girls shrieked, boys hollered and the teacher roared as desks were overturned and something crashed to the floor . . .


*


‘. . . and that’s how the monkey ended up in class, sir,’ Amanjit finished. ‘I didn’t deliberately chase it in, whatever those girls said,’ he added defensively.


The professor looked at him, shaking his head. ‘It sounds just about ridiculous enough to be true. But how did you end up falling to the lower roof?’


Amanjit’s mouth dried up and he paused. Professor Choudhary waited. He was new here – a music scholar from Delhi, the headmistress had said in her introduction at Assembly, doing a research project on Rajasthani musical traditions and teaching part-time to help fund it.


‘Well?’ the professor asked.


Amanjit wasn’t sure what to say, so he said nothing, until the silence had dragged out so long he had to break it. He muttered something about slipping.


‘You’re lucky you weren’t hurt seriously, Amanjit.’


He nodded mutely. His back still hurt from landing heavily. But how could he tell the professor that he hadn’t slipped at all.


I was pushed.


The blazing eyes of the ghostly woman were haunting him even now. As he’d turned to flee the scene, she’d been right there, somehow. Her icy hand had shoved him backwards and he’d stumbled and gone over the edge onto the roof below. If he hadn’t known how to roll on landing, he might have died. As it was, he could still feel those cold fingers on his chest, even through his sweaty school shirt. And when he’d lifted his shirt to check, her handprint was actually there, like some kind of cold burn: proof that he hadn’t imagined her.


It wasn’t something he could explain to a teacher, though, not when she’d vanished without a trace, so he said nothing and hoped for leniency.


As the professor considered his fate, there was a knock at the door.


*


‘Vikram!’ commanded Mrs Poonam, and her English class fell silent, all eyes turning to the young man she’d singled out.


Vikram Khandavani stood up unsteadily. This is why I hate English here, even though it’s my favourite subject.


‘Come on, Vikram!’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘You’ve not long joined us from England: I presume they still speak English there?’


That’s rich, coming from someone who doesn’t even know what a predicate is, he didn’t say: Mrs Poonam might not know the grammatical terms, but she was no one to mess with.


As he clambered to his feet, he felt the sea of eyes turn towards him. His mouth gummed up, which was absurd: he was perfectly good at English – in fact, he’d been top at his London grammar school, where he’d been happily ensconced until nine months ago. His parents had emigrated to England from Mumbai when he was seven, ten years ago, and he’d never expected to come back to India except maybe on holiday. Ten years of getting teased for having an Indian accent and now here he was, stuck at the back end of nowhere in provincial India getting teased for having an English accent. Life was utterly unfair.


It was while they were still in Britain that his parents’ marriage had ended in wreckage. His dad’s business had failed and his mother flounced back to Mumbai high society, shunning all contact with them. With half his assets disputed, his father had to swallow his pride and declare bankruptcy in the end, at the same time Vikram’s grandparents – his father’s parents – were dying in Rajasthan. His dad was obliged to return to India to sort out a horribly messy will – Indian families! – and what was supposed to be a short-term visit had rapidly turned into full repatriation to India. His family’s affairs were so tangled – everything was in dispute and the Indian courts took forever to decide anything – and his father had been forced to set up a new business here just so they could both survive. The last two years had been the worst of his life by a long shot.


None of that really explained why he was standing tongue-tied in front of Mrs Poonam’s English class, of course. The reason for that sat three desks away: a shimmering, radiant piece of loveliness whose mere presence reduced his brain to mush. The new girl was Professor Choudhary’s daughter from Delhi. Deepika Choudhary.


Deepika, Deepika, Deepika, how I adore you!


Mrs Poonam was still waiting, and she was getting cross now. ‘Vikram, don’t be shy. You know you’re the best poet in class; you’ve no reason to be self-conscious.’


Oh yes, I so have.


He rubbed his glasses and took a deep breath. He realised he was shaking. He clutched the piece of paper in his hand. The poem scrawled over it had so much crossing-out it was barely legible . . . and it was probably the worst, most lovesick doggerel he’d ever scrawled in his life. It had nothing to do with the topic they were supposed to be making verses about. Deserts – what did he know about deserts anyway? No, it was entirely concerned with—


‘For goodness sake! Badri, you read Vikram’s poem!’ snapped Mrs Poonam impatiently and Vikram’s neighbour smirked and held out a hand.


‘No! No! I’ll do it!’ cried Vikram, but it was too late. Grinning like a fiend, Badri snatched the sheet of paper out of his hand, looked at it and sniggered.


‘It’s called “Deepika”, ma’am,’ he announced to the class. The object of the poem cringed and hid her face. Vikram looked around for a hole to crawl into and die . . .


*


‘. . . and that’s why I’ve been sent to you for detention, sir,’ Vikram explained to Professor Choudhary. Deepika’s father. And also the acting head of Prithviraj House. Punishments of a ‘non-serious’ nature were referred to the housemasters rather than the deputy principal, which was sometimes a good thing – but not now, not this time: not when you’ve been sent there for writing love poetry about the housemaster’s daughter. At least it had been tasteful. Rubbish, maybe, but not smutty. The poem in question was lying crumpled in front of the teacher on his desk.


What was worse, Amanjit Singh, who was probably the most popular boy in school, was listening from the corner with a grin that spread from ear to ear. All he’d done was chase a monkey into the music room – that was the stuff heroes were made of. Being caught writing love poems was social death.


Not that I wasn’t socially dead anyway . . . Nine months wasn’t long enough for an ex-pat to settle back into a country he’d barely known before he left. The heat and squalor of Rajasthan was too much after the damp orderliness of London, and he’d not yet learned when to shut his mouth and stop complaining. That he did it in a British grammar school accent didn’t help to endear him either. Getting ragged at break time had become such a part of life since he’d come here that he’d taken to hiding in the library and writing poems.


After all, what harm could poetry do?


Professor Choudhary raised his grey bushy eyebrows and tapped his pen thoughtfully. ‘This poem, “Deepika” . . . this is about my daughter Deepika?’


Vikram nodded mutely.


The professor drummed the desk with the fingers of one hand, all the while staring at Vikram with an unreadable expression on his face. In the corner, Amanjit appeared to be having to physically restrain himself from collapsing on the floor in hysterics.


The Professor’s going to kill me, Vikram reflected sadly. Tomorrow’s headline in the Rajasthan Patrika: “Student strangled by Teacher in Love-Poem Scandal”.


Just when Vikram thought things could get no worse, the door opened and the object of his adoration walked in. She paused when she realised her father wasn’t alone. ‘Oh, sorry Papa – I’ll come back—’


Then Deepika looked around, her eyes sweeping over Vikram and Amanjit. When she saw Vikram her expression went flat, the sort of look she probably reserved for crawling insects and unwanted food. Then she looked at Amanjit and flushed. He looked back at her and his eyes went wide. Vikram was a little surprised, then he realised that Amanjit was in the other senior class so he’d probably never seen her properly before. And after all, she was stunning—


Then they both looked at Vikram, and suddenly time froze.


Amanjit and Deepika were overlaid with myriad other faces and bodies, old and young, tall and short, dressed in a hundred different ways, from armour to uniforms, saris to burkhas, and everything between. There were dozens of them, each distinctly different, and yet each also the same.


Vikram reeled in shock. The scariest part was that he was pretty sure – though he had no idea how – that if he really, really tried, he could have put a name to many of those faces, though of course that was completely impossible.


And then he saw Amanjit and Deepika looking at him in the same way and felt a dizzy rush. He closed his eyes to block it all out, to make it stop, and when he opened them a few seconds later, everything was normal – or at least he could no longer see phantom faces. But the other two were looking at him open-mouthed and he guessed that they had had a similar experience. He wondered how many faces they had seen on him, and if they recognised any of them too.


As one, the three of them remembered they weren’t alone, and turned towards Professor Choudhary, who was sitting back in his chair, still drumming his fingers. Unbelievably, he didn’t appear to have noticed anything untoward at all.


‘Vikram,’ he said, oblivious to the astonished faces before him, ‘I do not wish to hear of any similar incidents, you understand? You will keep your thoughts on your fellow students to yourself in future, yes?’ When Vikram nodded sheepishly, he added, ‘As penance, I want a handwritten biography of a Rajasthani poet of your choice on my desk tomorrow morning. Understood?’


Vikram nodded mutely, not quite believing that he had got off so lightly. Some teachers would have walloped me into next week for that . . . He could dash off a simple bio in double-quick time. And he would never have been able to speak to Deepika again in his life anyway.


Professor Choudhary turned to the young Sikh. ‘Amanjit, I don’t believe in corporal punishment. You will pick up all the litter on the sports field tomorrow morning before school. You may both go.’


The two boys fled before he changed his mind, but both cast back glances at the girl as they left, and they saw she was staring after them with troubled eyes.


*


Amanjit and Vikram hurried out together into the schoolyard, but they had missed the bus, and Amanjit resigned himself to the half-hour walk home through the busy streets of Jodhpur. No doubt Vikram’s father would be at the gates with his car as usual; he’d seen him a number of times, waiting impatiently for his son. But after what had happened in Professor Choudhary’s office, Amanjit didn’t think he could just walk away without a word.


‘You saw that too, didn’t you?’ he asked, feeling unusually hesitant. He realised this was probably the first time he’d spoken to Vikram without teasing him, or telling him what he thought of his whining; he was all, London this, England that . . . Right from the start he’d thought Vikram needed to get over it and deal with living in India, and he hadn’t been slow to say so.


Vikram nodded. ‘I did.’


‘I think that girl, Deepika, she saw something too,’ Amanjit went on. ‘I saw her face. She looked like . . . like a dozen women at least, all at once . . . and you—’


‘Yes? What did you see in me?’ Vikram asked. He sounded both eager and fearful at the same time.


‘I saw . . . well, you, but all kinds of you.’ He couldn’t explain it better than that: there had been all these different versions of Vikram, each almost clamouring for attention before being swept aside by the others. He spread his hands. ‘It’s hard to explain,’ he finished apologetically.


‘I saw many of you as well,’ Vikram admitted.


They stared out across the yard. The wind was picking up again, but it felt like the dust storms were over at last; the breeze was lifting the dirt from the nooks and crannies and blowing it away, and for some reason Amanjit found himself wondering what it would uncover.


Then he remembered what had happened before they’d all had that strange vision and couldn’t help laughing. ‘By the way, nice poem!’ he chuckled. ‘I think she was impressed.’


Vikram groaned. ‘More like she wants to slap me!’


Amanjit grinned at him. ‘No, she was moved, man. You should write more of them.’


‘Liar!’ And suddenly Vikram was grinning too, in spite of himself, and they laughed together in genuine warmth and amusement. Suddenly Vikram didn’t seem like too bad a guy after all. He knew he was being teased, but not maliciously, and he took it in good spirit. If you wanted friends, you needed to be able to handle some banter without getting riled up. So maybe they were from the same planet after all.


You’re okay, Vikram Khandavani, Amanjit thought. We may never be best buddies, but you’re okay.


Then Amanjit suddenly remembered the woman with the frigid hands, and almost felt her handprint steal the heat from his body again. The moment of levity passed and a faintly chilly wind blew across the courtyard, as if it had just wafted over a decayed corpse. They both shuddered at the same time.


‘Hey,’ said Vikram, ‘my dad will be waiting for me. D’you want a lift home?’


Normally Amanjit wouldn’t have been seen dead with a dweeb like Vikram, but for some reason he found himself accepting the offer with sincere gratitude. It might have been the shared vision, or maybe that moment of levity – no, actually, it was the memory of that woman on the rooftops . . .
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