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Chapter One

			The Florral and the Champion

			Before the Garden, there is a bog. Its murk is a place for Delights both wild and gentle. It is suffused with scents both earthy and alien, reminiscent of mossy oceanic depths and the cold heights of a mountain. The bog contains fist-sized islands of grass, and the grass contains thumb-sized dewdrops. The water of the bog is shallow, but it contains other depths.

			In the bog, there blooms a Lotus. The Lotus is flanked by a Rose and a Tulip, flowers that have no place growing in a bog. But they are there, because their existence is magical, inevitable, necessary. The Tulip is rare, but it stands tall, like it knows its place in the world. The Lotus attracts few, because it holds the essence of time, and not many can mold time to their will. The Rose is another story. The Rose is power, the Rose is change, the Rose is sought by many.

			And one of the many who seek the Rose enters the bog silently.

			He has black hair and gray eyes. His skin is barkshade, glistening with sweat. His blood is coiled with a Delight that allows him to run faster. But the Rose will allow him to do so much more. He is known as a Florral, and he has just ended a war. Following him is an entity known as a Champion, intent on destroying his existence.

			The Florral’s naked feet disturb the murky calm of the bog, and plunge into its shallow depths. He can feel worms wriggling in between his toes, and the cold mulch beneath. But he is unperturbed, as his hands reach for the Rose and pluck it. He is anticipating something to happen, but it doesn’t. The bog is quiet, and the jungle thrums with whispers of wilderness. His heartbeat quickens, then steadies. He lets out a breath, and pockets the Rose.

			Each beat of his heart reminds him that he’s still young. The world turns for the young, sings for the young, dances for the young, and it’s the withering old who are trampled beneath. When he runs on a field where a silent war has been fought, he’s assured that the next steps he takes won’t be his last. That the hardness beneath his feet won’t surge through his bones like lightning and crack his shins. That his heart won’t just stop beating.

			He leaves the bog, and the forest, and takes the winding road toward his destination. He walks for a long time, feet bare, but the smell of the forest lingers with him, like an afterthought. His feet fall on a barren, hard ground, but feel the texture of grass, like a memory that’s hard to shrug off. His bones remember the time spent in the bog, foraging for the Rose, foraging for wild Delights, to keep him going.

			He knows the Rose will change him, and so he keeps it tucked away. He’s almost afraid of the Rose, of the power it contains. The other flowers in the bog were benign. But the Rose can shape the world.

			Even though he’s a Florral, the Rose is too much. But it’s a time of excess, and he needs the flower. To stop the Champion who follows him.

			It all started with the end of a war and the decline of a city that now smolders because of him. The smoke curling from the burnt bridges, the spires, the cracked domes, the haunted images of a dying city are fresh in his mind. A destruction wrought by his hand. But he doesn’t blame himself. He blames the war. He blames the hate that preceded it. He blames the lull that now persists in the air, a lull that may not last long.

			The hollow quietness after the war is deafening.

			He smells the Rose, and is reminded of its power. His blood runs with the vestiges of the Rose, the original flower, the flower that made him into what he is today. The flower that started the war. Again, he mustn’t blame the Rose. He must only blame the words that drove a people to hate the Rose. And the Lily. And the Tulip. And the Daisy, and all the others that bloomed from the hands of Eborsen.

			He runs, without looking behind. He knows if he turns to look, he will stop. He knows if he stops, the battle is already lost. Because the one who follows him is a god who is short of mercies.

			His feet carry him across a terrain of stone and moss, thorn and bramble and quicksand, until he reaches a rocky plain. As far as his eyes would allow him to see, there is a green nothingness interspersed with flecks of white and gold. A land from memory, baby-new. His throat feels like sand, skin like unvarnished leather. Lack of water in his body, lack of rest in his soul. If only he could cross the terrain, he would reach the edge of the Lake of Passage. Then he could spend the rest of his life in solitude, knowing he helped bring a modicum of peace between two species.

			He remembers, he’s still young, and there’s life ahead of him.

			But then, he hears a sound and his legs cease. His tired feet would have crumbled under him if not for his sheer will. He turns around and sees the Champion, the god, standing twenty feet from him. Cer eyes are jade, cer hair tied in a knot above cer head. Cer left hand is a blackened stump, thanks to him.

			Cer right hand is holding a flower too. He’s amused, surprised, and angry. Flowers are for Florrals like him, not Champions like cer.

			The Champion waits. The air stills. Above, clouds separate, and a beam of sunlight pierces through, splashing on the ground between them. He waits for the pause between them to build. The Champion makes no move.

			He speaks.

			“You would let go of all your beliefs just to get at me? You could simply unroot this land and bind me with chains of dust and grime and stone. You could just sing me into submission. And yet, you hold a flower. The flower that goes against everything you stand for.”

			The Champion looks at the flower in cer hand, and a smile crosses cer face, a smile that tells him everything. Ce would descend to any depth, and shrug off every moral in cer bones.

			“Desperate times,” says the Champion. “Besides, I grow weary of my songs. They have limitations. And I want to end this war, once and for all.”

			“The war has ended,” he says. “I finished your army. They are catatonic, looking up at the skies, their eyes glazed over by both remembrance and forgetfulness. Tell me, Tyi, did the Abhadis bow before you? Kiss your hands? Melt their gold so you could wear jewelry? Didn’t the Champions take a vow to not interfere with this petty skirmish between the Abhadis and Inishtis?”

			“We did, but then you came along.”

			“Ah, you use we, as if you are one of them. You have never been. Champions are not Abhadis or Inishtis. Champions are Champions. Don’t lie now.”

			“I can say the same about Florrals.”

			Tyi breaks a petal off the flower ce is holding. A full leaf, in fact. Even from a distance, he can tell it’s the rare eight-and-a-half-leafed Crocus. The half leaf carried a major concentration of the Delights the Crocus offers. He is doubtful if the Champion knows that fact. The slightly darker hued half leaf stays safe on the body of the flower as Tyi chews on the leaf ce has broken off.

			The Florral wonders if he should use the Rose now. “What do you hope to achieve here, Tyi? The leaf you broke off won’t help you.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			And then, Tyi’s feet lift a few inches above the ground. Ce kicks against the grass and the momentum propels cer forward. Ce covers twenty feet in an eyeblink and the next second ce is standing inches away from him.

			“Surrender,” ce says, grabbing his throat. Cer breath is warm on his skin. “Surrender, or I can go back to being more persuasive.”

			The ground shivers around them. Flecks of mud flow and splatter over them. A deep rumble grows outward from under the ground, and soon, chains of stone erupt, grazing threateningly against his feet, like vipers ready to bite.

			The Florral scoffs. He realizes he won’t need the help of a flower. He won’t even have to look at the Rose. He is enough, all by himself. He can end it all, here.

			He reaches inside his own reserves as he holds the Champion’s gaze, smiling all the time. Then, he enters cer mind.

			The flower you ate requires patience and courage. Its Delights are manifold. It gives a lot but also takes in return. It gave you speed and flight, in a burst. But you were too quick. It will soon deplete your mental wherewithal. Your fortitude. Your wit. Your being. This is your fate now, Tyi. You will be a Champion no more. In fact, by following Abhadi orders, you have forfeited all rights to be a Champion.

			He releases cer. Tyi’s pupils go gray and cer tongue sticks out. Cer head lolls to the side, while cer body stands straight. Ce is without control, a scarecrow in a field. Unmoving, unthinking, unflinching.

			“You…you….” Cer lips move, but the words are mere whispers.

			“It will wear off, but by that time, I’ll be long gone,” says the man known across the Three Realms as Alvos Midranil, a Florral. “I’m taking the flower. I have better uses for it. For better people than you.”

			“I’ll go…but they’ll come…uhhh…. And soon, I’ll come for you….”

			Tyi’s eyes flit right and left. The grayness in them remains. Alvos can tell the helplessness raging in cer bones. The curse of a flower snipped too quick. The curse of a loss of control. The curse of too sudden a change. It will all come rushing back to cer.

			He slides the flower gently from cer hands and walks away. No one follows him.

			Not yet.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Two

			The Caretaker and the Girl

			The door to the Garden is made of stone older than memory. It has no discernible marks or runes or hinges. It is not held in place by any frame, oak or mahogany, teak or bamboo, granite or limestone. It doesn’t have a knob or a handle and is bare, featureless, and cold. It is flanked on its two sides by flame vine, blood jasmine, and ivy. It does not declare in bold words what it hides behind it. Magical runes don’t crawl across its surface ready to gleam at a word spoken. It’s a plain old door, standing sentinel to the most wondrous of places, a place touched by the first wind, the Garden of Delights.

			The Caretaker presses his palms gently on the surface of the door. A sliver appears immediately along its length and from its insides comes a sound of creaking, of levers turning, cracks groaning, of things opening. In the presence of the Caretaker, the door relents, shirking its stone obstinacy. It flies open, as if it was just another door, and reveals the Garden.

			The Caretaker sighs, despite having done this process a thousand times before.

			Before stepping inside the Garden, he looks at the girl accompanying him. Her skin is wheatish, and her eyes are mud-brown. Her hair is done in a pigtail, and she wears a blue dress, speckled with white snowflakes. She folds her palms respectfully, but her eyes command respect. She’s curious, perhaps far too much. When she asks a question, she knows the answer to it already.

			“Should we step inside?” she says.

			“After you,” says the Caretaker. His eyes are the color of the ocean floor, his skin jaggery. His hair is the color of ash and sawdust. When he speaks, he speaks with a calm certainty.

			The girl enters the Garden, and the Caretaker follows, walking on the cold stone path, his naked feet tense with memory, his keen eyes affixed on the center of the Garden. Pebbles, red, white, green, and purple, adorn the short walkway paved on both sides by vines. The walkway leads to the first of the five Sectors of the Garden, a lush, expansive area replete with flowers like the Lily of Alderra, the famous Bacillus Rose, and the Six Leaf Clover of Nevarn. The other sectors are vast, and have other flowers of vaster importance.

			“Is it like you had imagined?” asks the Caretaker.

			The girl brushes an invisible gnat off her hair. She lets out a short gasp, as if she’d inhaled the First Sector of the Garden.

			“It is prettier than I had imagined.”

			“Before we go farther, I need to see the letter signed by your father.”

			The girl is holding a crumpled piece of yellowed paper, which she unfurls and hands to the Caretaker. He takes it gently and holds it against the sunlight, his brown bony hands shaking as he does so. He looks old for his age, the Caretaker, and the shiver in his limbs doesn’t help hide the fact. Satisfied with what he has read, the Caretaker folds the paper neatly and hands it back to the girl.

			“This should work,” he says with the gentlest of smiles. With that smile, the Caretaker de-ages, the creases on his face disappearing for a sliver of a moment. He takes the girl’s hand and they walk toward the center of the garden, where, amid general green shrubbery, blooms the flower known as the Bacillus Rose.

			“Bacille is the name of the town where its seeds were spotted first. It is of the family Bacillum Terminus. But of course these terms won’t interest you in the slightest.”

			“Actually, they do,” says the girl. She looks down upon the Rose. A medley of colors play elaborate visual tricks, the petals folding and unfolding upon themselves, interlinked, both in movement and in stasis. The Bacillus Rose is a million roses ensconced inside each other, with a million shades of red.

			“I know this is the only flower I am allowed to see, because of the purpose of my visit. But I would love to come back and know more about the Garden.”

			“My apprenticeship position is full at present, but I would love to have you for a short term, whenever fate permits.”

			“That would be lovely,” says the girl.

			“Now for the purpose of your visit,” says the Caretaker. He bends down and holds the stem of the Rose at a particular point from the root, carefully avoiding the thorns. He presses the stem slightly. The symphony of colors ceases and for a moment the flower is just another rose. Devoid of real magic, but still magical enough, because it’s still a rose. The Caretaker takes out a small pair of scissors from his coat pocket and snips a petal, without disturbing the other petals in the process. He leaves the stem and the symphony resumes. The rose becomes the Rose again.

			“Is it done?”

			“This is just the first step,” says the Caretaker with a smile. “Come with me.”

			The Caretaker turns around with a calm flourish and starts walking toward the entrance of the Garden. The girl stands, observing the Bacillus Rose as the severed petal grows back fully.

			* * *

			The Caretaker’s laboratory is mostly bare. It does not boast of useless trinkets, ornate measurement units, flasks and utensils of all shapes and sizes. A working table rests at the center of the room, adorned by mortar and pestle, two beakers – one large, one small – one stove, one measuring cylinder, a pair of gloves, and twelve glass bottles labeled in symbols only known to the Caretaker’s eyes.

			Once he is near the table, the Caretaker’s hands move swiftly. He grinds the Rose petal to pulp in the mortar. He then uncorks a bottle labeled with a symbol of a winged, upward arrow, and puts two drops of the solution it contains into the mortar. The solution then goes inside a beaker which he places atop the stove.

			Next, comes the heat and the wait. The girl watches the process as if mentally taking notes.

			“What is your name, child?”

			“Iyena,” says the girl. “Iyena Mastafar.”

			“Iyena is a beautiful name,” says the Caretaker. “Mirror and turbulence. Calm and rage.”

			The girl smiles.

			“I am assuming you’re not from Sirvassa.”

			“I am from Alderra,” says the girl. “My father has come here on some business and we’re to stay for at least a year in this city. When I got enrolled into the town school, a classmate of mine told me about this place.”

			“Trehan, most probably?”

			“Yes, he’s the one,” says Iyena. “What is your name, Mister Caretaker?”

			Before the Caretaker can speak, a ringing sound echoes in the lab. He turns around and switches the stove off. He opens a table drawer and takes out a vial the size of his thumb. Then, he wears his gloves, and carefully upends the liquid concentrate inside the vial.

			“Remember, Iyena. The Bacillus Rose gives its drinker a Priming Delight. I give it to all my new customers first, that’s why it needs the most tending. It essentially prepares your body for whatever would come next. I’d say it senses the true nature of your being. You must drink this potion at noon, when the sun is high in the sky. Then, the next day, you come here again, and you’ll truly know what Delight you want.”

			“What if I want to defeat monsters?” asks the girl confidently. Once again, her eyes blaze, and command respect. Her words don’t trickle out of her, jittery. No, her words are like a waterfall, quick and assured.

			A wisp of a thought crosses the Caretaker’s mind, but he brushes the possibility off. He eyes the girl curiously.

			When the girl returns, inevitably, she’ll want a Delight she truly desires. She might want a stronger memory, and he’ll mix a Dahlia with a Tulip. She might want telepathy, and he’ll snip a Chrysanthemum. Or she might just want unending pockets, and he’ll snip a Lily.

			But she’s not like the others. The Caretaker can tell. Citizens of Sirvassa arrive on his doorstep with either a dazed fervor, or a casual curiosity. In the case of the former, eagerness oozes out of them like honey. The latter are seasoned patrons, having tried multiple Delights. They want to glide, to sing, to dance. They want to look at the stars and know what they’ll eat the next day. They want to inhale the scent of a wind, and know the direction to a place. Small everyday wonders. Small everyday Delights.

			The Caretaker obliges.

			Sometimes, they want the big things too. They want to lift a giant stone. They want to soar over rooftops. They want to pluck thoughts out of their enemies’ minds.

			The Caretaker warns, and then obliges, with conditions.

			But the girl is different. He can tell that her mind swivels, a whirlpool raging inside her, even if she doesn’t show it. He can tell her fingers itch to snatch the Rose and eat it whole. He can tell that the girl is a cage, and inside the cage, there’s another girl.

			“That’s tricky, but it can be arranged too,” says the Caretaker, like a teacher would tell a student about a difficult subject which needed to be learnt. The girl’s face brightens.

			The Caretaker can tell she will defeat a monster someday. And it will be easy for her.

			“Iyena, remember this. A Delight is only as good as the person using it. Use it in the times of elation and glee, it will give you the most. Use it in times of sorrow, it will take a lot from you, while still giving desired results, but results you may not want at that time. Use it wisely.”

			“I will,” says the girl.

			As he watches the girl walk away, the Caretaker’s heart clenches inside his chest. He has done this a million times before, and yet this happens every time. It all starts with the Bacillus Rose, the Flower of Eborsen, which makes the body familiar to the ingestion of Florrachemy, and makes the blood warm and receptive to a Delight.

			It is also the flower that was used, long ago, to identify Florrals.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Three

			Iyena Mastafar

			Three Days Ago…

			Before meeting the Caretaker for the first time, and telling a lie that would change her life, Iyena Mastafar arrives on the shores of Sirvassa. Her feet fall on broken petals as she steps onto the pier. Snipped mustard-yellow leaves, among dead tendrils of seaweed. Red petals of some broken rose atop a wooden pillar jutting out of the murky waters. Flakes of a flower of impossible color lying with abandon on the creaking wooden floor.

			Behind her, the Remnant blows its clarion, an earth-deep sound announcing its arrival. She looks back at the ship, then at the road ahead of her, connecting to the city she had only heard of. Sirvassa. Here, the skies are a clear blue, with inklings of white, and at the horizon, a vibrant purple, a color she hasn’t witnessed yet in the skies of Alderra. Back at home, she saw only two shades, gray and brown, in the skies, on the road, and the buildings. So, yes, it wasn’t a bad decision at all when she agreed to this voyage. She had to put in a permanent leave of absence at her school in Alderra. Sern Aradha’s strict eyes turned into a vacuous stare when Iyena gave her the letter.

			“Don’t forget us in the city of dreams,” she said. “Remember, your foundations prepared you for new learnings.” Sern Aradha’s words strengthened Iyena’s resolve, more than anything her father had ever said. With a trembling hand, she touched the bony fingers of Sern Aradha – the best teacher she had known – and said farewell.

			But the decision to come to Sirvassa had not been entirely hers. Like many other decisions in her life, this was a decision her father had made for her. And much like other times, Iyena’s first impulse had been to refuse.

			She was trying to make a stick man fly when her father told her they were moving.

			It was a noisy morning in Alderra. The skies were clogged with smoke and the streets were clogged with people, an unremarkable day in the capital of the Three Realms. But what Iyena was about to do was remarkable. She was letting her breath guide her to memorizing the first lesson of Albuchemy Sernir Harrott had taught that day, her eyes closed, her mouth murmuring the first three laws of fire and metal and how they worked in conjunction.

			A pungent whiff of chemicals picked at her nostrils, as she gave the stick man two commands, one to walk two steps, and the other to stop. The stick man – a five-inch aluminum wire mannequin – powered by Iyena’s Albuchemy, had obeyed, but after one and a half steps, its metal body had slumped, skittered off the oak table, and fallen on the ground, making the sound of a bell.

			Iyena picked it up and put it back on the table. Then, she reached into the dark recesses of her mind, and brought forth the first law of Albuchemy.

			Each metal has a purpose. Heat drives that purpose.

			Heat, metal, and words. Aluminum was a metal that was made for movement, so the stick man already was at an advantage. Iyena had heated it to the desired temperature. Even as she stared at her imperfect, slightly grotesque figure, which had no eyes and no mouth, the kiln burned behind her, showering flickering red embers around.

			She had given the stick man her own desire. The shape of the words she spoke, the commands she gave. She had desired to change its state. From movement to motion. From mere motion, to flight.

			But it hadn’t obeyed her. Something in her cadence was wrong.

			“Fly, you moron,” said Iyena, banging her palm on the table. The stick man tumbled down and fell on the carpet, its metal knees wobbling, its arms flailing. The stick man cut a sorry, desolate figure, and Iyena almost felt for it. Someday, change itself would obey her. If not Albuchemy, then perhaps something else.

			“Iyena.”

			She turned. Her father stood in the doorway, clutching his walking cane.

			“Making it move, are we?”

			“I am sorry, Father, I know I wasn’t supposed to…yet…. But….”

			“Your cadence was right, if you were wondering about that. But sometimes it’s not always about the words and the cadence and the heat. Sometimes, it’s about intent.”

			“But I intended it to fly,” said Iyena stubbornly.

			“No,” said her father. “You intended it to fly. Like a bird would fly. Flight in itself is complicated and consists of various elements. Your intent and your words must account for that.”

			“Okay, then I will—”

			Anaris brushed her words away with a quick, dismissive grunt. “You can leave it for now. We are going to Sirvassa.”

			“What?”

			“The City of the Petal Rain. We are moving there.”

			“But Father, I have a test tomorrow. Sern Aradha—”

			“I have already spoken to Sern Aradha. Your education is to be continued in Sirvassa next year.”

			Iyena remained silent for a while. The presence of her father always gave her icicles in her heart, and a drowning sensation.

			“Is it about my behavior with Sern Renvir?”

			“That was last year,” said Anaris Mastafar.

			“Is it about my refusal to learn about the Ways? Because I am—”

			“It’s because I have business in Sirvassa,” said her father. “Everything isn’t about you.”

			“But it affects me too, Father,” said Iyena. “I have friends here.”

			“And you’ll make friends there, too,” said Anaris, in a grave tone. “Now go and say your goodbyes. We leave at dawn, the day after tomorrow.”

			Her father’s words felt like pincers on her skin. She picked up the stick man, twisted it into a grotesque oddity, and threw it out the window in rage. Four stories below, somewhere on the street, it would have hit someone. But Iyena couldn’t care less. She couldn’t shout in front of her father, and so her rage took another form.

			“Iyena, I understand your anger,” said Anaris. “But we have to do this. You and I. Father and daughter. You’ll not only be going to school, but you’ll also be helping me be better at my job.”

			Iyena took a deep breath. She guided her breath, this time to calm her rage. A deep sense of guilt rankled her insides. She should have controlled her anger. She should have been better.

			But Sern Aradha had said anger when gulped down became poison.

			“I thought Alderra was final,” said Iyena. “I thought we wouldn’t have to change places for the purpose of your job again.”

			“This time, it’s substantial, Iyena, I promise,” said Anaris. “None other than Minister Yayati has chosen me for this task. There are things we have to accomplish in Sirvassa, Iyena. Imagine me as a general, and I choose you as my lieutenant.”

			“How exactly am I supposed to help you? What do I get in return?”

			“Ever so transactional like your mother, aren’t you?”

			Iyena stared at her father’s unreadable face. Her mother, who wasn’t present for this conversation, would probably have thought otherwise. Her mother would have thought Iyena was too resolute, unbending, like her father. Her mother, who would have provided a counterpoint.

			If only she were present.

			In quiet moments, Iyena found herself making the shape of her mother’s face with her fingers. Tracing her outline in the air, willing her to appear again. To step back inside the door she’d stepped out of, four years ago.

			Anaris knelt in front of Iyena. Then, he took her hand in his. Iyena felt warmth radiate from her father’s palms.

			“Sirvassa is where your mother grew up,” he said. “That’s what you get in return, Iyena. That city is your blood.”

			Iyena considered her father’s request. Apart from what her father was asking her to do, visiting Sirvassa also meant a chance to know her roots. And with that, probably, a chance to retrace her mother’s steps. Her pattern of thoughts, the cadence of her breath, the shape of her words. With that, if Iyena could get that far, the true reason for her leaving.

			She agreed.

			It was the last request of her father that Iyena agreed to whole-heartedly.

			* * *

			“Iyena, there are many more things to admire when we get to the city proper.”

			Iyena’s trance is broken like a knee jerk breaks a dream. She nods absently, but her eyes are still affixed to a fluttering petal stuck to the wood board of the pier in an obstinate manner. Like an impossibility. Then the wood groans under her feet as her father takes hurried steps toward the end of the pier. Iyena follows him.

			“Tell me once again what you will say to the Din-Tevair?” her father asks. His words have taken on an impatient quality, something which Iyena hates. Impatience often leads to rage.

			Iyena recites her introduction to her father. She has done it at least ten times on her voyage, in the nights when the Remnant bobbed against treacherous waves, and during the summer-calm of the day. Iyena knows that when it comes, she won’t have to narrate the entirety of her life in Alderra, all the teachings of Sern Aradha in mathematics and history and Sernir Harrott in Basics of Albuchemy. Also, she is being admitted in a class higher than hers in Alderra. She knows her foundations are solid, and merely repeating them will not impress Din-Tevair in the slightest.

			“You need to brush up your pronunciations, Iyena,” says Anaris, his voice flat, his face stern. His face is pale, and his eyes are hazel. Dark gray hair, swept back, neatly, with care. A pointed, angular face, full of hard lines. He resembles Iyena only in his resolve, and the conviction of his words. “Maani-Ba will have to teach you, after all.”

			“I don’t think the Din-Tevair would mind my pronunciation as long as I am confident,” says Iyena. “As long as my knowledge is there.”

			“Confidence is key only for the beginning, yes, but rigor in language takes you a long way. There are moments in life where confidence alone won’t help you.”

			And by then I will learn everything, Iyena says to herself.

			As they step off the pier onto the slick Sirvassan road, a carriage pulled by a Rhisuan beast shudders to a stop in front of them. An animal that looks fashioned out of everything and nothing, multiple limbs and eyes, flabs of flesh enveloping the ground, pulling a carriage double its size and weight with ease.

			Anaris moves toward the beast, caresses its hide, and whispers something near its ear. The beast grunts.

			“Come, Iyena,” Anaris says and hops inside the carriage.

			* * *

			Her new home stands at the corner of a busy street overlooking the Sirvassan Square. Here, the sky takes a light shade of mulberry, and the roads are slick with a hint of rain. She doesn’t find any petals here, but the roofs of the buildings all around her are connected in a crisscross meshwork of gleaming ribbons, shining intermittently, giving the city a surreal quality. The ribbons gleam every now and then, pinpricks of light meeting at junctures and exploding into a colorful miasma. The city glows eternally even during the night.

			Her father hauls their luggage toward the door, where Maani-Ba stands waiting for them, hands on her hips. She is a stout woman, with long, black-gray hair and pudgy fingers. Iyena remembers Maani-Ba only from the photos her mother had shown her, back when she was still together with her father. The edges of Maani-Ba’s lips when she smiles, and a slight vein bulging out of her forehead, make Iyena remember her mother even more.

			“Let me take that for you,” she says, and a slight lilt in her words, half-Sirvassan, half-Rinisian, tells Iyena that she left Alderra long ago, and now the place only exists in the dim hazes of her memory.

			“How are you, Maani-Ba?” Iyena asks, even though she has never spoken to the woman in her life.

			“Sirvassa takes good care of me, Iyena. My, my, you have grown. One year and you will overshoot your father!”

			“She is here for gaining knowledge, and helping me in the process, aren’t you, Iyena?” Anaris says, cutting off Maani-Ba, who purses her mouth and takes the luggage from his hands.

			“There will be ample time to do many things,” says Maani-Ba, and walks inside, following Anaris. Iyena lingers at the doorstep, reluctant to go inside, not before completely taking in all the sights around her. The meshwork above her twinkles like starlight. Two lovers, hand in hand, jog and dance and hop their way across a stone pavement, singing songs. Many carriages pulled by beasts in varying shapes and sizes, some winged, some not, zoom past her with dizzying speeds. And a distinct smell rises in the air, the smell of beauty, the smell of so many flowers.

			A boy, running away from something, his legs a blur, ceases his sprint suddenly. He has stopped to stare at Iyena. His eyes are green and bright and curious.

			“You seem new,” he says, as if he owns the world around him. Exuberance of kings.

			“How can you tell?” asks Iyena.

			“The way you stand,” he says. “Unsure of the ground you stand on.”

			“Very philosophical. How must I stand, would you tell me?”

			“I am joking,” he says and winks at her. “See you later. Now, I have to run.” And he dashes away. And soon, Iyena sees a couple of boys, with hair the color of sand and dust, running at breakneck speed, chasing the boy who spoke to her.

			“Did he take a turn?” one boy stops and asks Iyena.

			“I am not sure,” says Iyena, “but I think he went there.” She points directly opposite to the direction the other boy took, toward a different road. The bigger boys stare at empty air and running carriages, unsure of where to go, unable to make up their minds. A moment later, they decide to split up, each taking a different road to chase the boy down.

			Before she can turn to go inside, she catches a glimpse of the young boy, hiding behind the shutter of a shop. Across the black road, their eyes meet. His lips move. If she could hear what he was saying, Iyena would mutter, “You’re welcome.” But she only gives him a silent nod. The boy nods and disappears.

			She breathes in the midevening air of Sirvassa and steps inside her new house, a place she will call home for the next year.

			* * *

			The house is vast.

			A cavernous space, with carpeted floors, and vibrant walls, her new home extends as far as her eyes can see. First, a grand room smelling of must and petrichor and fresh flowers – of course there will be flowers – then, two separate rooms, one of which her father has claimed as his study. Beyond the study is a semicircular chamber with patterned tiles. Maani-Ba said it was for guests to eat and talk and drink. A table is already set with a gleaming white tablecloth and silver cutlery. Iyena was born into relative opulence, but even this is too much by her standards.

			She takes the staircase to her bedroom upstairs, a room walled and floored with timber. There’s a bed with fresh white sheets, beside a window overlooking the road she left behind. She drops her luggage and goes straight to the window. From this height, she can almost touch the glimmery fishnet that connects the rooftops of the city. She makes a mental note to ask Maani-Ba about the actual use of the mesh, other than being an ornament, a crown to the city.

			Iyena empties her luggage on her bed. Damp and slightly crumpled clothes fall out. A favorite dress of hers, color like henna, is folded in entirely the wrong sort of way. She remembers folding it correctly, but the incessant bobbing of her ship and the tumbling of luggage every seven or eight days must have messed it up. She smells the fabric – it reminds her of seaweed and dust and wetness. Wet, but not quite. Dry, but the wrong sort of dry. She picks up the dress and sets it aside. Then, her eyes fall on an object she had almost forgotten she had packed. Tucked between the folds of another dress is a picture of her mother in a frame. In the photo she looks just like Iyena, except with straight, long hair. She is wearing a lemon-colored dress. Beside her stand two other women. One, much younger than her mother, and one, older, wizened, with gray hair that falls on her shoulders in wisps.

			“We’ll get a good frame for that photo.” Maani-Ba stands at the door, hands folded across her chest.

			“Is that you on her right?” Iyena points to the younger woman in the photo. Maani-Ba comes over to look at the picture.

			“We took this when we went to see The Fall of Mystheria. Gazemi Asthan was spectacular.”

			“Father never lets me watch that picturetale.”

			“He’s doing what all fathers do,” says Maani-Ba. “You do what all daughters do.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Listen to what he says, but choose what is best for you.”

			Iyena chews on Maani-Ba’s words. For the past two years, Iyena has been doing just that. Trying, against all obstacles, to choose what is best for her. It is the right thing to do, in all situations. That is her natural thought process when it comes to doing anything. Iyena knows she must have gotten this quality from her mother. Her mother had done what was best for her, even if that meant leaving Iyena in the dark for a year and a half about her separation from her father. Even if that meant only seeing her daughter every other winter, when the winds in the Sessma Pass, leading to Troika, are hard and cold and brutal, and the skies are gray without mercy.

			“Who is the older woman in this picture?” Iyena thumbs the image, and the face smudges a bit, as if it is fresh ink on wet paper.

			“She is a friend of your mother and me.”

			“Where is she now?”

			“Somewhere we don’t know and have never bothered to find out.”

			“Then, is she truly a friend?”

			Maani-Ba stares at Iyena. Iyena holds her gaze, knowing that she has spoken out of turn.

			“Leave brilliant questions like this for school, girl. Aren’t you tired? I’ll make soup for you while you freshen up.”

			The brushing-under-the-carpet manner of Maani-Ba’s speaking definitely is curious. But Iyena knows better than to prod further, especially on her first day in the city. She nods at Maani-Ba, who ruffles Iyena’s hair, then leaves. That manner reminds Iyena of her mother, a memory tucked away in the deep folds of her mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Caretaker

			During the night hour when the air stills and the stars sleep, the Caretaker gets to work on the potion he has been trying to perfect for the last four years. Each fortnight, he unmixes and remixes the extracts from the Dark Hibiscus and Singing Daisy from the Fourth Sector of the Garden. Each fortnight his potions turn the color of ivory, the color of the night, the color of magic.

			He once gave a concentrated extract of the Hibiscus to Jaywardna Illyasi, the Mayor of Sirvassa, who had placed a special request to the Caretaker, a request so urgent and so dark, yet so enchanting, that the Caretaker had to accept it. The mayor had contracted an illness from his travels. A blackness that began from his toe threatened to consume the entirety of his right leg, which was old and gnarly and replete with liver spots. The potion not only ceased the spread of the disease, but made the leg pink and prime and young, leaving the mayor happy but befuddled.

			If the leg can be cured and made young, so can the entire body, maybe forever. And so, each night, the Caretaker works tirelessly, so he doesn’t have to wear the blanket of age permanently. Each night he tries to cheat a curse. A curse placed upon him by a goddess, a curse so devious that it gives him a taste of youth when the sky is dark, but snatches it at the inkling of dawn. Each night, a ghost shakes loose from the body of the Caretaker, at the stroke of midnight, and he is his younger self again. A self he had forgotten in wars that time kept snug in its pockets, wars that made and unmade the world he lives in. Each night he does this charade, shrugging off age like a dusty blanket, and wearing another newer one.

			But as soon as dawn comes, so does old age.

			The concoction turns into a deep amber, and against the dark of the night sky, it looks like a gift from an ancient god, an elixir. The Caretaker’s lips curl into a bright smile. It’s the cusp of midnight, the purest of hours, and the Caretaker brings the potion to his lips.

			The potion warms his throat as it courses down to his belly. If it were to truly work, he would see the effects in the morning. Morning will bring his youth back into permanence.

			With swift and graceful motions he cleans his workbench, and arranges beakers and bottles and stoppers. He splashes some water on his face, his hair, and the nape of his neck before heading out of the laboratory.

			The chill of the night air prickles at him. He locks the gates of his laboratory and moves toward the Garden compound for his nightly inspection. Each night like clockwork, he pays a last visit to all the sectors of the Garden, checking each petal, each blade of grass, each flower. Only this gives him a good night’s sleep.

			The stone door is ajar when he reaches the Garden. A fell-bird begins her lament in the distance. The Caretaker stops and listens carefully; mixed with the sound of the bird is the sound of a man sobbing. Two lamentations in one night, a dark omen if there ever was one.

			The sound comes from deep in the Garden, and toward the Garden he takes his steps.

			Moonlight splashes on the Bacillus Rose and on the Lily of the Alderra, but the other flowers in the First Sector lie shrouded in darkness. The Caretaker glides across the dew-wet grass. When he reaches the Second Sector the sobbing becomes louder, the grief it carries more profound. The voice is full of deep ache and longing. The Caretaker ignores the Tulip of the Seven, his pride, the brightest flower to behold in the Garden, the one which blooms in the night. Every fortnight, before retiring, the Caretaker tends to it, carefully measuring its shimmer, bottling the scents it throws. It becomes ready for extraction the next day.

			He doesn’t see it yet but the Tulip has been snipped crudely, before its time.

			The Caretaker crosses the Second Sector and comes to the middle of the Garden. The Third Sector is a conspicuous space, a glorious pentagram of thornbushes and wild vines, shrubbery that would look out of place anywhere in Sirvassa, but which looks like it belongs to the Garden. Here bloom sixteen flowers of myriad, powerful scents, the chalices of myriad, powerful Delights. A small stone statue of the Half-Formed God stands in the center. A man sits hunched beneath the statue, ripping off grass-blades, chewing them, one by one. He cuts a curiously feline figure, murmuring, as if saying out loud incantations older than time itself.

			The Caretaker presses his palms on the man’s shoulders.

			“How did you open the door to the Garden?”

			The man looks up and meets the eyes of the Caretaker. He is gaunt, has full red lips, eyes blue and full of deep understanding. His hair is windswept and coarse. His cheeks sport a white stubble, like sugar icing on a brown surface.

			“I copied your movements and remembered by heart the spots on the door,” he says.

			“Why are you here in the Third Sector?”

			“I am sorry, Master,” he says and his eyes dart toward the spot of his crime, toward the Tulip of the Seven and its grossly severed state. Its petals are smeared with smoky tendrils of a blackness. The Caretaker’s gaze lingers at the flower, his pride, and he swallows his rage. His eyes are fierce yet his words are gentle.

			“What did you gain from the flower, Trulio?”

			“Nothing,” says Trulio. “Nothing. I went on a useless adventure and lost everything. I hoped…I hoped the flower would give me back what I yearn for. But it gave me only shadows I can’t touch, and music I can’t listen to.”

			“If only you’d listened to me,” says the Caretaker. “The flower will blossom again.” Then, the Caretaker’s eyes flit toward the passage that leads out of the Third Sector into the Fourth, and then to the Fifth – the forbidden sector, the sector where the Lotus blooms. Damp ground and a trail of footsteps, muddy, assured.

			“Trulio, did you hazard a visit to the Fifth Sector?”

			There’s barely a whisper from Trulio. When he speaks, his voice comes out jagged.

			“I am sorry for not believing in your words, Master.”

			“Answer what I asked, Trulio,” the Caretaker says sternly, but gently.

			“I…I did, Master, but couldn’t go past the Fourth.”

			“What were you hoping to obtain, if I may ask? What Delight?”

			“The wonders of the Tulip are well known, Master. I was hoping to get only a glimpse of…a glimpse of Shahina. By going into the Fifth Sector, I wished I could go back in time.”

			Trulio breaks down. He howls, burying his face in the Caretaker’s robes. “I lost her, Master. I lost her forever to a demon I thought I could fight.”

			“Come, it’s late. Let’s go inside. You must be tired and you need a warm bed to sleep in.”

			The Caretaker offers Trulio his hand, and Trulio takes it, like handling a feather. As they make their way out of the Garden, the Caretaker’s eyes fall on the Tulip. Two of its petals are smeared with a tar-like substance, two others broken. The once-glorious flower hangs silently like a scarecrow.

			Darkness falls over the Caretaker’s eyes, seeing his pride, his child, meet such a fate at the hands of utter ignorance. The flower will take careful tending over an extended period of time, the contracts it has enabled with the townsfolk to be canceled. The Caretaker thinks of all those advanced orders, all those hopeful visitors eager to inhale a charm, ingest a magic, to make someone happy, if only temporarily.

			Trulio deserves a punishment for a crime he was foolish to commit. But before punishment he needs care and rest.

			* * *

			Morning comes without warning. The Caretaker slides out of his bed, and immediately regrets waking. His youthful cloak is there no more, and the weariness in his bones is back. He looks at his hands, the same spotty and aged things. The potion did not work, yet again.

			Each morning he remembers his curse, each morning an endurance test.

			“Trulio!”

			The apprentice appears in his bedchamber, the light of the morning bringing his gaunt face into sharp relief. He looks even more haggard than he did the night before, but the spring in his step is inexplicable. Perhaps he is too keen to prove himself, yet again. Too keen to apologize. But a good apology never comes with a hurry. Great penance needs greater patience.

			“Master,” he says. “The morning is bright.”

			“That I can see,” says the Caretaker. “Will you make me Potion of the Storm? My bones…they creak like the shoddy work of a bad carpenter.”

			“Yes, yes of course, Master, anything you need.”

			“You come back and then we will talk.”

			Trulio nods and walks away, retracing his steps religiously. The Caretaker struggles to get up, the shock of age all too real. Like the laboratory, his bedchamber houses the bare minimum. A bed, a table, a chair. A leather-bound journal. Ink and quill. The quill is dry, the ink bottle filled to the brim. It has been long since the Caretaker wrote in his journal. It has been long since he had something to write about. But perhaps the pages will have to be filled with Trulio’s tale. For now, a vapid tale of useless adventure and inevitable heartbreak will have to do.

			The window in his room overlooks the expanse of the city of Sirvassa. The sky is a stark blue, clear, devoid of clouds, and other pinpricks of the universe that make themselves known most mornings. Toward the south the Temple of Eborsen stands alone, shaped like a watchtower. A blue-and-gold flag attached to a pole on top of the temple flutters against the wind. The city lies sprawled, stone houses dormant with empty insides, better made cement constructions boasting of city folk, rich and poor alike. Turrets connected to each other with shimmering strings, lighterflies buzzing around them, making a double helical pattern, only visible in the evenings.

			“Master.”

			Trulio’s sharp voice pulls the Caretaker out of the enigma of Sirvassa. The apprentice stands near the door, holding a steaming cup for his master. Trulio has an uncanny chirp to his manner, far removed from the emotional shambles of last night.

			“That was quick, Trulio, thanks,” says the Caretaker, taking the cup from the apprentice’s hands. “Sit, please.”

			The apprentice sits in the chair. The Caretaker sips the potion. The coldness in his bones abates as warmth courses through his body.

			“That’s the journal. That’s the pen. I need you to write me an account of what you experienced in your journey. I also need you to immediately cancel all appointments pertaining to the Tulip.”

			Trulio looks at the Caretaker like the troublesome child who is expecting a slap but is given a gift in return. The Caretaker can sense his giddiness, but he knows that Trulio’s penance will be long.

			“Master, before I start, I need to ask you something,” says Trulio. There’s hesitation in his voice. Unmistakable. Cold. Like something is about to erupt from him.

			“Ask away.” The Caretaker sits back down on his bed.

			“The Garden. Can’t we build a bigger one in another city? Perhaps a bigger city than this one. Perhaps, Alderra?”

			“And why would we do that, Trulio?”

			“Better customers. Imagine the kind of Delights they would want. Sirvassa, the beautiful city that it is, its people lack imagination. Out there, we would get to experiment with the nature of the potions themselves!”

			The Caretaker knows only too well the failure that comes with experimentation, and the inevitable heartbreak. But more than that, the Caretaker knows that expansion of the Garden would bring nothing but misery. Unsupervised, untested, the Delights would become Sorrows for the too-eager, molding the magic they enjoyed into something dark.

			“And who will tend to that bigger garden? Another one like me?”

			“We can train eager young minds. We can fill the world full of wonder. Believe me…I was there in Alderra. People want our Delights! They yearn for them, they are desperate for them!”

			Trulio’s eyes convey his elation more than his words ever could. His body thrums with excitement, like a daimler-fly about to burst after glimmering with its last light. But the Caretaker is unimpressed. His thin lips curve slightly upward in a semblance of a smile.

			Then he lets out an uproarious laugh. He pats Trulio’s shoulders. “Trulio, you certainly jest.”

			“But Master—”

			“None of what you just said would happen. Not because I don’t want it to, but because it’s impossible.”

			“You’re saying that, Master? You, the one who defeated—”

			“Not another word, Trulio.”

			Trulio hangs his head. He turns around in the chair, quiet as a feather, and opens the journal. The Caretaker finishes his drink, and gets ready for a meeting with a friend, a meeting he’s been avoiding for too long.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Five

			Iyena Mastafar

			On her first day of school, Iyena mistakenly calls her teacher Sernir. The moniker is given to a person who holds a much higher position of teaching authority, and in a city like Alderra, a Sernir could teach even the minister the error of his ways and he wouldn’t bat an eyelid.

			Fortunately, for Iyena, the teacher doesn’t bat an eyelid either. He stares at her curiously, then laughs like a child. “I can’t be a Sernir even if I tried to be,” he says. “Here in Sirvassa, however, you can use the word Tevair.”

			Tevair. A word meant for a teacher, like Din-Tevair is meant for the principal. Tevair. Two syllables, much like Sernir. Iyena swirls the word in her mouth. It has a different ring than the other word. She can get used to it. She has to get used to this newness.

			“Tevair Dines Granagh, I am Iyena Mastafar of Alderra, daughter of Kedhran Anaris Mastafar. I apologize for my previous misplaced use of the word.”

			“No need to apologize, Iyena,” says Tevair Dines. “Fascinating to hear that your father is a Kedhran. Is he here on ministry business?”

			Iyena presses the edge of her left palm with her thumb and index finger. Then, she lets her hands fall to her sides and chews her lips.

			“It’s okay to be nervous, Iyena. If you choose not to answer, that’s your choice.”

			Tevair Dines leans against the wooden podium, where a splayed copy of an old text is kept. Its pages are bone-white, with a cover that looks like it’s made of ivory. If one looked closely, they would find the book imbued with the wood, almost like it is a part of it, as if the wood itself had consented to be a part of the process. Back in Alderra, Sernir and Sern would teach from memory. Students were expected to memorize and internalize everything. That oral teaching process had been going on for millennia, and was expected to continue.

			At times, Iyena would sit inside her room, back in Alderra, a room that overlooked a smoky sprawl of close-knit buildings, and observe as Sernir Ammana spoke in hushed, poetic intonations with her father. She could never tell what was being talked about, but it was clear that her father – and by extension, the Alderran government – was intimately involved in the school system.

			Iyena considers Tevair Dines’s question. She has never shown any inclination to know what her father does for a living. Yes, during her time in Alderra, visits from ministry officials were the norm rather than the exception. From what she could glean from snippets of conversations she had eavesdropped on (she liked to do that), she could tell her father was a very important man. Perhaps the third most important man in the Ministry of Alderra.

			And the third most important man in the Alderran Ministry had asked her to be vigilant at a Sirvassan school. He’d shown regular interest in what she was learning in Alderra too. But to take daily notes on her education in Sirvassa was out of character, even for her strict father.

			“We’re here to enjoy the city,” says Iyena, as her father had told her to say. “Mothers of Alderra tell their children tales of Sirvassa at night.”

			“Spoken like the daughter of a Kedhran,” says Tevair Dines, smiling. Iyena moves toward the open, haphazard seating arrangement. Curved, wooden chairs fashioned with a free hand, tree stumps around which stones jut from the ground acting as chairs. More odd seats are splayed all around the open theater, one end of which overlooks a green expanse that has no end in sight, and the other end has Tevair Dines standing on the podium, canopied by a construction which resembles the outer shell of the deep-water-dwelling Elterbeast. It even has curves and ridges upon its exterior, which seem to move when one averts their gaze from it.

			Tevair Dines goes to the podium and flips a page. He begins to speak, but then closes his mouth, distracted. He looks around the class, furrowing his brows. “Trehan isn’t in yet?” he asks.

			“He complained of a stomachache, Tevair.” Iyena looks at the girl who answered Tevair Dines’s question. She has a sheaf of parchment with her, stacked atop her lap, as she sits cross-legged on the grassy ground, leaning against a piece of wood. The girl locks eyes with Iyena and beckons to her. Iyena gingerly walks over to the girl and takes a seat next to her.

			“Must be all the salousse he has been eating,” says Tevair, which invites laughter from the class.

			“Who is he talking about?” asks Iyena.

			“Son of the Lockmaker. He has a tendency to be late to class.”

			In Alderra, a latecomer was sent back home, or worse, cursed by the Sernir to forget what they had learned the previous day. This encouraged order and discipline. But even as Tevair Dines begins his class, and lectures about the types of crops in summer in Sirvassa, their imports and exports through the sea, Iyena can sense that he is in no mood to dole out any punishment.

			“Iyena Mastafar, you seem occupied,” says the girl, without making eye contact with Iyena. “First day nerves?”

			“It’s not that,” says Iyena. “Everything here is different. The way you talk, your names, your roads, your air. Even the way you sit.”

			“Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

			“What’s your name?”

			“Sidhi Anterra,” says the girl. “I’m from Jumen, a small town not far from Sirvassa. Just near the coast.”

			“I love the sea,” says Iyena. There’s a glow in her eyes when she speaks of the sea. Sidhi glances at her, and shrugs absently.

			“I don’t think much of it, having seen it all my life. It’s the mountains I love more.”

			The absentee boy doesn’t arrive until the class is over. Tevair Dines instructs the class politely to ask their parents and elders about the types of crops and the types of foods they had when they were young. The next class will thereby delve into historical context, and how food habits have changed in Sirvassa – and the realms – over the years. Iyena makes a mental note to ask both Maani-Ba and her father about Alderra’s past.

			When the classes are over, the sun is high in the sky, and the skies are a clear blue. Students trickle out of the silvery gates of the school huddled in groups ready for the other side of their day. Iyena steps out of the open classroom onto the grassy field. To her right is the gate that leads outside the school, and to her left the grass stretches farther beyond to a purply wilderness, shrouded by tall trees, beyond which the Llar mountain range peeks out like a white ghost, cloudlike. A flowery, fruity smell persists in the air, a smell Iyena hasn’t quite gotten used to yet. As more and more students march toward the exit, Iyena tears her gaze away from the mountains.

			“Iyena, there is no school after hours here.”

			The sun casts Sidhi’s tall shadow on the ground. The shadow kisses Iyena’s footsteps. Iyena hurries her steps and catches up to Sidhi, balancing a sheaf of papers in her hands.

			“I was admiring the view,” says Iyena. “Sidhi, will you help me with Tevair Amram’s homework?”

			“What’s there to help? We have to talk to five different people throughout the day and know about their workday, that’s all.”

			“That’s the part I didn’t quite understand. How is that ‘homework’?”

			“You don’t have to submit everything tomorrow. Give it a week. See how Varsha and I present our work, and learn accordingly.”

			Outside, the students disperse, climbing atop carriages pulled by Rhisuan beasts. The carriages are tarped enclosures with windows and padded seats. Some tarps are colorful, some more neutral in hue, giving each carriage a distinct personality. The beasts are all the same – a dozen bulbous eyes on a thick hide. Students pat the animal gently, murmuring inside its ears their destinations.

			“Come, that carriage is empty.” Varsha points toward a carriage that is slightly smaller, and stands slightly askance compared to the others. The beast pulling it looks generally tired of the world.

			Iyena follows Varsha. But before she can climb onto the carriage, the beast gives a loud grunt, like multiple stones clanking against each other at the bottom of a copper vessel. Then, more such sounds emerge, from all around her. All the beasts begin grunting, and their round, wet, bulbous eyes dart to the white heavens.

			Above, the sky is covered. First, with the ever-alluring, ever-present meshwork that shines even during the day. But there’s something else beyond those lines. Something higher up in the air, an inkblot spreading wider and wider. Air rushes through the gaps in the spiderwebs and hits Iyena, almost sweeping her off her feet. Others look similarly disoriented, clutching their papers and their bags tightly to their chests, huddled against each other in groups, lest an individual get blown away by the gale.

			The black stain in the sky becomes bigger, develops wings and claws and a tail with a million spikes, and a sharp beak like a gleaming sun-sword. It descends like thunder. Iyena grabs Varsha’s arm and ducks, shielding herself from the incoming onslaught of the flying monster.

			The monster above lets out a death screech, a sound of razors on razors on a million stones. Its sound drowns out Iyena’s own scream, which eventually vanishes someplace between her throat and her mouth. But out of the corner of her terrified eye, she sees no one budging. No one is as scared as she is. No one has ice in the pit of their stomach; no one has faces turned to ash. Their eyes are fixated on the monster above. The monster descends sharply, prepared to pierce through the meshwork.

			But then, the web dazzles.

			A sharp lightning runs through the spiderweb patterns, meeting at junctures, bursting into blue flames, and leaping up in the sky. Tendrils of electricity reach out of the mesh and grab the monster’s neck, its wings, its barbed tail, coiling around its black behemoth of a body in a thousand shimmery circles. The monster is yanked downward, then thrown upward, flung all around, the electric coil digging deep into the beast’s flesh, burning it, charring it. The monster gives out no dying scream as it flaps helplessly against the doom-coil around its body.

			Slowly, its body begins to wither away in black and gray flakes that fall through the meshwork like snow. The coils retract and become one with the mesh, again. The sky is back to being clear and blue. The monster is gone in a white vapor. The Rhisuan beasts cease their grunting.

			Iyena’s breath comes in sharp gasps, and her skin feels clammy. All around her, students climb into their respective carriages like nothing had happened. Varsha, too, grips the edge of the carriage and heaves herself onto the first seat. Then, she holds out her left hand for Iyena.

			“Watch your step,” says Varsha. “There’s a piece of nail jutting out.”

			“What in the Alderran depths was that?” Iyena breathes heavily, her words coming out in spurts.

			“Oh, that. I’d completely forgotten today was the day. Climb, I’ll tell you.”

			Iyena climbs into the carriage. It shudders, veers left, threatening to crumble completely, but then stops.

			“Every newcomer in the city wonders what the jalan is for,” says Varsha, pointing upward at the mesh. “Not everyone gets to experience it firsthand.”

			“Wait. Does that mean…the monster…like…does it arrive every….” Iyena stops, measuring her words, her breath still heavy.

			“Every three months, yes. The city wasn’t shrouded like this always. The jalan was constructed to stop the monster. They say it regenerates in a cave in the mountain, and that it can’t be killed. It can only be stopped.”

			“Who made the meshwork?”

			“The Caretaker.”

			There’s a glint in Varsha’s eyes when she mentions the Caretaker. The edges of her lips curve into a thin smile.

			“Who is he? What does he do?”

			“Everyone thinks he’s a Florral, but I don’t agree.”

			It’s not Varsha who answers Iyena’s question. The boy she saw a day ago stands near the carriage, one foot on the wooden ledge meant to climb, one on the ground. He is sandy-haired, and there is an air of unabashed bravado about him. His fingers curl and uncurl, manic, as if he is about to expunge a wild energy he is holding in his veins.

			“School is over, Trehan,” says Varsha. “Wait till you hear what Tevair Dines thinks of you.”

			“I’m sure he thinks very highly of me,” says Trehan, his eyes still affixed on Iyena. “We meet again, new girl.”

			“My name is Iyena Mastafar.”

			Trehan crosses his fingers and makes the Sirvassan greeting gesture. Iyena does the same.

			“Now, were we talking about the Caretaker? Because I am planning to visit the Garden of Delights today. I hope the Delight I get this time is more powerful than the last time.”

			“What’s a Delight?” asks Iyena. Trehan’s eyes sparkle.

			“Wish I could show you, but it’s better to experience it,” he says. Iyena thinks the boy is being needlessly evasive. But then Varsha chimes in with an explanation.

			“A Delight is a magic that the Caretaker gives us with his potions. All temporary. But all so wonderful. The last time he used the Delight in school, bothering Tevair Granagh endlessly. He came so close to being expelled.”

			“You’re overreacting, it wasn’t like that. I merely disappeared a pencil.”

			“It was his mother’s pencil,” says Varsha. “Iyena, you should have seen Tevair’s face. He was close to tears.”

			“New city girl, Iyena Mastafar—” begins the boy.

			“It’s Ai-yena not Ee-yena,” says Iyena. “Get your pronunciation of my name right.”

			“Sorry, Ai-yena.” The boy gives a curt, apologetic bow with a devilish smile on his face. “Would you like to know more about the Garden of Delights?”

			Iyena scratches her chin, considering the question. Then, after a moment of pondering, she nods.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The Caretaker

			The walk from his cottage home to the laboratory is long and leisurely. The Caretaker ambles along the weather-beaten path, ignoring the moss that has grown on stones, the fallen leaves, the crushed ants and beetles on the road. He doesn’t waste a glance on them.

			He opens his laboratory and finds the remnants of last night’s experiment, and then some. He remembers clearing everything, but after Trulio’s arrival, he had to open up the place again, to prepare a sleeping potion for his apprentice, who had been raving like a lunatic deep in the night, singing hymns in praise of a lost love, hymns that took the melancholy quality of a dirge.

			To put it simply, he had given up on the night after putting Trulio to sleep.

			With haste, he clears the tubes and utensils and beakers from the tabletop, cleans the wood with a plain cloth, and pats it dry. Next, he arranges the cupboards neatly, placing the equipment in niches where they belong. There’s a precision to his movements, and his hands move with as much surety as the rising of the sun. Even as he goes about his business, his eyes keep falling to the age spots on his forearm. He keeps covering them, not wanting to be reminded of his old age every passing moment.

			When he’s done, he takes a moment to admire his handiwork. Behind him, the open door creaks against its hinges, a rebellion of sorts. There’s no list of guests the Caretaker has to entertain today. He takes a deep, musty breath, which reminds him of time spent in his childhood in mud-homes making dung cakes for fuel, and lying on stacks of hay basking in the sun. He shrugs off the memory quickly and reaches for a bottle of amber liquid inside the cupboard. A healing potion for his friend, Jaywardna Illyasi. After pocketing the bottle, he walks out of the laboratory into the balmy Sirvassan day.

			* * *

			The Caretaker crosses the narrow wooden bridge that runs over a stream to reach Mayor Jaywardna Illyasi’s estate. The water of the stream is a clear blue, and the rush of the water against river-smooth stones fills the air. The banks of the small stream are adorned by lush green grass, overgrown in places, patchy in others, a smattering of pebbles, and torn, forgotten footwear by too-eager children, or too-passionate lovers.

			The estate is a spacious ground that gives way to a massive four-storied bungalow. A wide road, which leads from where the bridge ends, is flanked on both sides by vibrant way-markers that glow upon the arrival of footsteps on the road. The road leads to an unremarkable iron gate. It has seen colonies of rust come and go, but has stood the test of time. It does its only job well enough. Since the beginning of Sirvassa’s sovereignty, the mayor’s bungalow has been untouched by forces of man and nature alike, quite miraculously. The Caretaker observes this simple fact, and finds it amusing. He has had no part to play in this, despite the title the Sirvassans have bestowed upon him.

			Four guards stand near the gate, wearing sharp black-and-blue suits, the Sirvassan insignia of a crimson fell-bird singing on a branch sewn on their chests. When the Caretaker approaches, one guard salutes him dutifully and opens the door. The Caretaker nods at the guard.

			“Mayor Illyasi is expecting you,” the guard says.

			“Thank you, Marramis,” says the Caretaker. “I hope you enjoyed the Delight I gave you.”

			Marramis gives a gleeful smile. “My two children were enchanted with what I had to show them. I have promised them the same trick on their next birthday.”

			“I hope you use the Delight sparsely and wisely.”

			Saying this, the Caretaker takes the narrow, cobblestoned path toward the entrance of the bungalow. He ignores the fading murmurs of the other guards as they ask Marramis about his usage of the Delight. He will probably get more customers, one of these days. He will probably have to refuse them too.

			When he reaches the bungalow’s main door, he finds it’s already open. He steps inside gingerly. The spacious marbled hall, the curving double staircase shaped like a giant with outstretched arms, the glittering chandelier, and the ever-entertaining Waystrewer, Mayor Illyasi’s pet. As he enters, the Waystrewer trots toward him on its six furry paws, its wavy thin tentacles flailing in the air, its two eyes-which-aren’t-eyes fixated on the Caretaker with love.

			The Caretaker kneels down and embraces the Waystrewer. Its tentacles clasp his arm and his torso, and he is immediately filled with hope and warmth and glee, a sensation so positive that the Caretaker forgets, even if momentarily, the curse he is carrying.

			“I keep saying he loves you more than me.”

			Mayor Jaywardna Illyasi stands near the staircase, eating an apple. He is wearing a morning robe, crimson and white. His gray-and-sawdust hair is neatly parted in the middle, and his black, penciled mustache is sharp as a razor. A tall man, who would be taller if he weren’t so hunched all the time. But men handling governments take an invisible weight on their shoulders very quickly.

			“If only I could take him with me,” says the Caretaker wistfully. “He would chew apart my Garden.”

			“And become the most powerful beast in all three realms.”
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