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For the hunter in the stacks, the keen-eyed seeker sifting through stories, searching, listening, hoping for a tale to lift you away to places you’ve been only in your dreams and sorely wish to travel to again. I pledge the solemn promise to take you there once again by way of the old roads….






PROLOGUE [image: ]


BEFORE THE ASTEROIDS, THOSE WHO believed in magic were considered fools. Then a meteor storm pummeled Earth, and the unthinkable happened—the electricity that modern life depended on disappeared. Planes crashed into buildings; cars skidded off roads; watches stopped dead. But energy can never be lost, only transformed. The impact craters left behind were filled with a dark, swirling force—the sources of Earth’s newfound magic. People named them infinity wells.

In England, the queen understood at once that whoever controlled this new resource controlled the future. She attacked France while it was in disarray, seizing both its wells, and emerged as the most powerful ruler in Europe. When British wizards developed a spell to link the magic of the craters, her ambitions grew. Not satisfied with merely the heads of Europe bowing to her, she sent armies to India to reclaim England’s imperial glory, plunging the country into war.

For thirty years, the queen’s armies have torn across India, sweeping away resistance on every front—except one. Now only one man stands between India’s last infinity well and a return to total British domination: the maharaja of Mysore, protector of the Flame of the South.

But this story is about Adya.






SOUTHERN INDIA, THE MIDST OF THE JUNGLE, FOUR HUNDRED YEARS IN THE FUTURE






CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


AT FIVE A.M. ON AN August day when the monsoon rain threatened to fill her boots, Adya Sachdev closed her favorite engine repair manual, forced herself through a set of push-ups, and prepared to face her nemesis.

She didn’t rush. The jungle was no place to travel before sunrise if you hoped to stay alive. In the predawn darkness, Adya thrust her head beneath one of the tiny waterfalls tumbling from cracks in the ceiling, letting the cool water pour over her long hair and run down her back. Then, fully awake, she pulled on work pants, threw a shirt over her head, and took up a broom.

As she swept, she hummed a wordless tune that echoed amidst the gloom and shadows, disturbing a family of bats that swirled up from the depths of the tunnel. Sunlight seldom reached this far into the twisted mine shaft Adya called home, but lack of light was never a problem. Over the centuries since magic had emerged, her people’s eyes had grown accustomed to darkness.

Ignoring the bats, she pushed the tangles of electrical wires to one side and every stray bolt and washer to the other, quite aware that she was being watched. From a shelf high above, enormous amber eyes tracked her every movement.

Adya had no patience for this sort of thing. She pointed the broom at a shelf where her sister’s orange cat perched, waiting for his chance to swat a screw down the tunnel. “Look, Useless, I don’t want to lose any more parts, and you don’t want to be turned into soft furry slippers, so don’t even try it.” She and the cat had already gone beyond pleasantries and peaceful negotiation.

The cat hissed in response. He did not appreciate being thwarted. Useless loved nothing more than to watch Adya’s tools roll to the depths below. Her twin sister, Priya, had named him Fluffs, but Adya liked Useless better. This was sentimental resentment. Half a year ago, Priya had abandoned her and vanished into a wall of flame. Adya turned her back on Useless and continued sweeping. She could call the cat whatever she wanted now.

Having removed every sharp object from the floor, Adya wiped a shop towel across her forehead and slumped against the wreck of the autorickshaw she’d failed to repair. She sighed.

Despite her attempts at order, the ancient three-wheeled motor taxi had taken over—rusted machinery and yellow panels lay scattered everywhere. Two mattresses, a towering bookshelf, and three barrels full of liquor she’d gotten in a trade from some thief took up the remaining space. The shaft’s walls were covered with old techno junk, bits of idols scavenged from crumbling temples, and cracked vinyl LPs. For two years, she and her twin sister had fought to shape this place into both home and workshop, but rocks and darkness can only be pushed so far. The lower depths still belonged to the bats.

Most anyone would think an abandoned tunnel in the middle of the jungle a strange place for a girl to live alone. If Adya dwelled on it too long, she might think so too.

Instead, she counted her money.

Adya slid aside a loose rock in the wall and pulled out a small bag. She went through the coins twice, running her calculations for the hundredth time. Unfortunately, she needed a great deal more if she was never to worry about the crime lord Huda’s vicious debt collectors ever again.

To make enough to pay Huda off, she would have to sell a fully functional rickshaw. And only one person held the key to her success. Adya pulled on her red leather jacket and picked up an old transistor radio she had to deliver on the way. She balanced her spear on her shoulder, inhaled the glorious smell of monsoon air and engine grease, and steeled herself to face her aunt.

Adya marched the thirty yards up to the shaft’s opening, grabbing the handrail in the wall to pull herself up along the steepest bit, and found that Ganesha, the god of beginnings, was not entirely against her. Silver cables of light slid through the canopy, reflecting off piles of wet steel and rust. The clouds had soaked everything and moved on.

Before setting out, Adya dragged a sheet of metal covered in vines and branches across the mine shaft’s entrance. You could never be too careful. She turned to find she was not alone. A black drongo, its long tail feathers shining in the morning light, stared down at her from the branch of an old mango tree. The bird tapped the trunk with its beak three times and studied her with eyes that sparkled with intelligence.

Adya took a piece of puri from her pocket and laid it on the ground. She whistled twice high, once low, mimicking the call of the black drongo. The small bird cocked its head and gave a single whistle of alarm back, though it refused to fly down to accept the offering. Her mother had always claimed that the black drongo was the most magical bird in India. That it never forgot a debt and would always watch over a friend. Adya hoped to tame this one, but the bird wasn’t having it. On a hunch, Adya spun to find her sister’s cat lurking behind her, swishing his tail. The sneaky animal was worse than useless. She slid the puri into her pocket, and the drongo took off, circling overhead.

Adya kicked through mounds of leaves and threaded the piles of machinery that made up the chaos of her front yard, clomping across the iron bridge over the river that rushed past the mine shaft.

She whispered while she ran a hand over the rail, “Guru Brahma, Guru Vishnu, Guru Deva.” In response, the string of lights coiled about the iron shone bright, lighting the bridge like it was a holiday, fading back into darkness as she passed. In Adya’s head, the voices of the lights were like a chorus of children urging her not to go, begging her to stay and play. In this age of sorcery, electricity was supposed to stay dead, but the business of fixing machines and awakening their souls was the magic that kept Adya fed.

She wound her way through the aerial roots of a giant banyan until she found the narrow path that led to her aunt’s house.

The day began like all days, with the riotous squawks of birds and the cries of troops of monkeys rushing through branches. The colors of the jungle were rain-drenched greens that blended into the ink of deep shadows where unpleasant things with teeth hid. Adya thumped the butt of her spear into the mud and swung herself over knee-deep puddles. She caught sight of the drongo overhead as it followed, likely still thinking of the food in Adya’s pocket.

Leaves trembled high above, sending an agitated message ahead to announce her coming. Adya ran a hand along the trunk of one of the tallest sepals to reassure the old giant of who she was. She waited until she felt it recognize her. Her people, the Atavi, belonged here in the jungle, and the trees knew it. Adya thumped the butt of her spear again and moved on.

In the centuries since magic had taken hold, the forest had grown twisted, tall, and suspiciously aware of anyone walking beneath its branches. Magic had transformed the animals as well—some could vanish in an instant before reappearing at your shoulder. Others could see into your mind. A few, like the tigers, had grown enormous and far too intelligent.

And then there were the yaksha.

Adya checked the tip of her spear. It glowed with the faint white of bone—the forest spirits had retreated with the night. Unfortunately, the weapon would be of no help with her aunt, who Adya suspected might be half furious spirit herself. She hated the thought of having to ask the woman for anything, but if she was going to repair the rickshaw, she would need her little brother’s help—and at fifteen, his life was under Aunt Sanjana’s control.

Pausing at a spot where a tree had fallen across the path, Adya checked both sides of the trail before ducking left and slipping into the underbrush. Ten paces ahead, she stopped at a sawed-off stump few would have noticed, took off her pack, and knelt.

Adya eased off the top of the stump like the lid of a secret treasure chest before poking the hollow cavity with her spear. Always best to check for snakes. At the bottom, she found a canvas bag filled with coins that clinked satisfyingly. She counted them twice, then placed the small radio from her pack inside. Three attempts to awaken its soul had exhausted her, but the money made it all worthwhile. Before she could dwell on her success, a long shadow passed over her shoulder. A gangly scarecrow of a man with eyes set too deep in his skull stepped out from behind a tree.

Bulla Sholay leaned on his spear and studied Adya in a way that made her every muscle tense. He cleared his throat like an old motor and spat. “Didn’t think you’d come, Mongoose,” he wheezed. “Didn’t want my money going stale.”

Adya snatched up her weapon, trying her best to seem nonchalant. Bulla Sholay was old sinew, old bone, and old muscle, knit together with bad temper. There was nothing about him she could trust, and he was deadly with his spear. She didn’t like her odds.

She kept her eyes on the man’s hands, wondering how many years it had taken for him to achieve a permanent scowl. “Come on, Bulla. Why does this have to be difficult? The whole point is not to hang out together. Ever.” Adya was shy to start with, but minimizing social interactions with people as unpleasant as Bulla was always a high priority. She eased back, maximizing the distance between them.

Bulla shuffled forward, joints cracking, and lifted the radio out of the stump. “Didn’t think you’d deliver, Mongoose. Didn’t think you’d still be in business.” He ran his fingers over the small machine and grunted before dropping it into a bag. “Word is Huda’s tired of you owing him. Tired of late payments. Things go bad when Huda tires of you.”

Adya fought to keep her voice calm while her heart raced. “You can’t believe every rumor you hear, Bulla. It’s been great seeing you—I mean, it hasn’t really, so I’m going to get going.”

Bulla leaned toward her, and Adya got a whiff of that awful breath. “Word is the British are offering a high price for the last witch in the jungle. Would be a shame if you got snatched before you could spend my money.”

“That would be tragic.” This was rapidly going to hell. “But Huda doesn’t need me. He’s already got technomancers dumb enough to work for him. There’s no way I’m the last. A few other freelancers are still fighting for parts.”

Bulla shook his head and made a sad face. “You’re uninformed. Huda burned two out last week. The British have the others.”

Adya’s hands started to sweat. It wasn’t possible. She knew of three technomancers working on their own. Huda had four on his payroll just last month. Bulla Sholay was a born liar, trying to make her panic. She couldn’t be the last, could she?

“Look, Bulla, you’ve got a first-class radio now. You’ll be able to listen to whatever lousy tunes you like. You won’t be half the grouch you usually are. Why don’t we call it a win-win?”

“Music goes better with cash.” Bulla grinned, displaying disastrous teeth. “Didn’t realize how much more I liked your sister than you. You’re ruder than she was, disrespectful to your elders.”

At the mention of her sister, Adya decided she’d had enough. She dropped the tip of her spear level with the man’s chest. Her face burned. “That’s ‘is,’ Bulla, not ‘was,’ ” she said slowly. “My sister is nicer than me. Don’t ever mention Priya in past tense.”

He lunged for her.

She backpedaled while pointing a finger at Bulla’s pack. “Sarasvati namastubhyam.” The radio crackled with static at her words.

With a loud click of his knees Bulla froze.

“That machine has a temper,” she warned. “Touch me, and it will remember down to the transistors. You’ll be haunted by static day and night until you go mad.”

The radio’s voice buzzed in Adya’s head, wondering what she meant; it was a thoughtful soul, used to playing the news from another age, hardly a device full of violence and rage.

She tried reassuring it. Just something a little louder… No, you will not get in trouble for turning up your volume…. Yes, you can play classical later to calm down.

Bulla’s brow furrowed, watching Adya. Her lips were probably moving. She hated that.

The music switched to rock, and the volume soared. Birds rocketed out of the trees in alarm, and the old crook stumbled back. Bulla tripped over the stump, dropped his weapon, and ended up on his back while the radio screamed.

Adya planted one foot on Bulla’s spear while pointing hers at his neck. She raised her voice over the blaring music. “I tried the nice way, Bulla.”

“You misunderstand me, Mongoose.” Bulla’s face broke out in sweat as he worked his way backward on his elbows. “Didn’t mean anything by it. Didn’t. Keep the money. Spend it while you can.” He scrambled to his feet and ran, the sound of the music fading as he disappeared into the trees.

Adya tried to slow her breathing as she made her way back to the path, but her anger only spiraled higher. Damn Bulla and Huda both to hell. She’d gotten lucky to escape so easily.

Her threat had been all bluff, but most people had no idea what she was capable of. No other group of people had ever manifested the talent—even amongst the Atavi, technomancers were scarce. Some suspected it was their ability to connect with spirits that gave a rare few Atavi the power to touch the souls of old machines, but no one knew for sure.

Bulla couldn’t have been right. Huda had pushed technomancers too hard before, burning them out. But the British couldn’t have snatched them all, could they? Adya had been out of touch with the others for a long while, but surely, she wasn’t the last.

But Bulla’s warning nagged at her. She should never have gotten entangled with Huda. Against her aunt’s will, Adya had followed in the path of her parents, borrowing from Huda, the criminal overlord who held power over the jungle. Her parents had burdened themselves with loans to buy parts for her father’s endless ambitions. She and Priya had vowed to stay out of the trap, but once her sister abandoned her, Adya found herself accepting Huda’s money. The Atavi queen had once been the ruler of their people, but since Huda had begun working for the British, doing their bidding, everything had changed. The British had bolstered Huda tremendously, and the queen had faded into little more than a figurehead. Now Huda ran everything, and it was impossible to stay out of his web. And Adya’s payments to the gangster were dangerously late.

The scent of chimney smoke brought her to a halt a quarter mile before the end of the trail. Ahead she would find the village where she grew up, two dozen red-domed huts stretched out along the banks of a fast-moving stream.

She started walking again, but it failed to loosen the knot in her throat. She and Priya had spent as much time with their feet in the rapid water as out of it. They had climbed the trees with their little brother, daring one another to bring down the highest guavas and mangoes they could find.

Then their parents had died, and Adya’s world had gone up in flames. They’d been working on her father’s great project—trying to awaken a machine more impressive than any technomancer had ever done before, something powerful enough to get the maharaja’s attention and help drive out the British. Priya always suspected sabotage, but Adya wasn’t sure. Technomancy could be lethal all by itself, and dangerous dreams got you killed.

Aunt Sanjana had arrived like a thunderstorm in the wake of the fatal explosion. She knew only two moods: annoyed and deeply annoyed. She ruled over the three orphans and tried to make sure they became good members of their community, dragging them to every celebration and meal when all Adya wanted was to be left alone. Adya had suffered under her glare for two terrible years.

Stop thinking only of yourself. Her aunt’s usual tirade was already blaring in her mind. So tall and gangly with your leather jacket and grease stains. If you stop lifting machinery, your arms will look more like a girl’s. I’ll never find a match for you.

If pressed, under extreme interrogation, Adya might admit that her aunt loved her in her own grouchy way, that she had fought like a tiger to protect three unruly children, but even still, Adya preferred living in a mine shaft. She’d explained to her aunt a dozen times she didn’t give a damn about helping her “community.” She wasn’t Priya, who dreamed about saving India. And she sure wasn’t interested in marrying anyone.

Adya marched out of the trees, ready with fresh arguments.

Then the wind shifted, and the smell of ash struck her. She remembered what Bulla had said and thought of her brother. Mohan was a wizard at fixing things and coming up with great ideas, but he’d never been a strong enough technomancer to fire up more than a light bulb without collapsing. But Huda might still want him. She started to run.

And stumbled at the sight ahead.

The village lay abandoned. Smoke poured from the hut that had been her childhood home. The only sound was the crackle of fire. Before Adya could move, the roof crumbled as flames tore through the walls. Clouds of soot billowed toward her.

The black drongo circled above, its cry high and mournful.

Adya dropped into the underbrush as a stranger stepped out from behind the hut and tossed a smoldering branch into the flames. The sinuous tattoo on the man’s forearm—in the shape of a naga—marked him as one of Huda’s thugs. He shouted, and three more people joined him. Together, they knocked in a wall of her aunt Sanjana’s hut. The flames roared higher. Heat seared Adya’s cheeks, and her breath caught in her throat. Nothing could survive that.

She felt a keen stab in her chest, as if something inside had broken.

Adya squeezed her spear until her fingers went numb. If her aunt was in there, if they’d hurt her brother, she was going to drag those men into the fire herself.

“Om Kali numaha,” she whispered. She tensed for a sprint.

She was going to kill those men.

Across the clearing, the drongo dove into the forest, drawing Adya’s attention to the flash of a hand between the trees and a huge mess of black hair that could belong only to one boy. She forced herself deeper into the underbrush. Mohan had escaped. Her aunt would be with him.

Adya took a slow breath and watched as Huda’s thugs knocked over the last wall. A house was just wood, timber, and straw. It didn’t matter how long they’d lived there or how many of her best memories were rooted in that home. She told herself it didn’t matter. It could all be rebuilt. After the destruction was complete, Huda’s men strolled off, following the stream.

Once they were gone, Mohan stepped out of the cover of the jungle, and Adya ran to him. Her brother’s head was a thundercloud of curly hair strewn with leaves and twigs. He must have thrown himself into the brush to hide. He was wearing the blue dinosaur T-shirt he seldom took off. Adya crushed Mohan in her arms and felt him trembling. She searched the trees behind him, waiting for her aunt to appear, stone-faced and grim. For once, Adya looked forward to being yelled at.

But they didn’t move, and the tears pouring down Mohan’s face told her all she needed to know.

She ran, knocking aside the burning timbers with her spear, trying to see through the flames, hoping against hope that there was some pocket the fire hadn’t reached. The inferno blasted back at her, scorching her arms as she beat at the cinders. Her aunt had cared for them for years. Had always made sure they were safe. Embers singed her legs as she tried to push through.

Mohan seized the back of her shirt and pulled her away. “It’s too late, Adya.”

Adya stared at their destroyed home.

“Everyone ran into the jungle when they came,” Mohan whispered. “Auntie stayed and tried to hold them off, to give me time. She made me promise to keep you safe.” Mohan rubbed the back of his forearm across his eyes. “I heard them, Adya. They were looking for you. One of them spat at her feet, and you know how she is. She slapped him, and then everything went bad.” Mohan’s voice broke. “They pushed her into the house and wouldn’t let her out. They wouldn’t…”

Adya closed her eyes.

They sat, leaning against each other, and watched their home burn like a funeral pyre. Adya peered into the flames and rocked back and forth. If only she’d listened, if only she’d never dealt with Huda. If only Priya were here. Her sister was the one who knew what to do when everything went to hell.

They waited by the stream as the sun rose high in the sky. Soon, the rest of the small village would drift back. Someone would offer to take them in. Their neighbors would put themselves at risk trying to help, just as Aunt Sanjana had done.

“No.” The word escaped Adya’s lips unbidden.

“No, what?” Mohan asked.

“You’re coming back with me,” she whispered. “We’ll be safe in the mine.”

She got to her feet and handed Mohan a stale piece of her puri. He took a bite and let the rest fall to the ground.

A double whistle, one high, one low, made her look up. The black drongo twisted in the air and hurtled down between them, spreading its wings at the last moment to alight next to the discarded bread. It pecked hungrily at the puri while Mohan watched.

Adya imagined her aunt looking down on them. She could almost hear her scolding before her ghost drifted away. You never understand, Adya. I lay out everything right in front of you, and you never even try to understand.

The drongo ate as if it hadn’t seen food in days.

Mohan shook his head. “It’s like we’re all alone again.” His voice was a hoarse wreck. “Just us and this dumb bird that pecks away like nothing even happened.”

Blood rushed through Adya’s ears. She planted her spear in the ground and held on to stay upright. Mohan’s pained voice sounded far away. She felt lighter than air, like she could be blown away with a puff of breath. Like she might drift away forever.

The little bird hopped onto Adya’s boots, and her vision snapped into focus. The drongo pecked at the last of the crumbs. She considered the hungry creature, oblivious to the surrounding tragedy. It wasn’t dumb, like Mohan said. The bird knew what was important. It stayed safe and free, far up in the sky, and when it got the chance, it grabbed everything for itself.

Adya finally let out the breath she’d been holding in for so long. “At this point, Mohan, we’ll take all the friends we can get.”






CHAPTER TWO [image: ]


FOR THREE DAYS THEY MOURNED, and the monsoon never let up. Adya sat with her knees pulled into her chest, looking out at the rain, alternating between fantasies of vengeance and complete despair. She’d never needed her sister more. The only thing that stopped her from staring into space forever was her brother.

Twice, she’d had to drag Mohan out of the downpour, where he was practicing missing absolutely everything with his bow—in case he had to face Huda’s goons again. She’d pretended the tears in his eyes were just rain and said nothing. After he’d lost half his arrows, Mohan checked every mechanism Adya had set up to defend the place. Finally satisfied, he bent his energy toward reorganizing her tools and pulling books off the shelves. The only time her brother had ever sat still over the last fifteen years was the six months before he could crawl.

Mohan slid a battered volume in front of her, jolting Adya from her daze. “Hey, remember this part?” The Hundred Finest against the World was a tale of a half-mad band of rebel soldiers and the sorcerer prince who led them. It was one of Priya’s favorites.

“Like, how amazing would this be? The Vayu sorcerer creates an entire feast for the Hundred out of wind. And then, whoa, he conjures a silver pipe, six feet long, and blows a storm into their ears so they can’t be charmed by the Devas’ songs.” Mohan’s eyes took on a distant look. “They used a lot of incense. We could maybe build a pipe like that to get your spells to work better. Create a technomantic field inside and then, bam.”

Adya sighed and continued watching raindrops slither in rivulets down the floor of her tunnel. If they had to resort to copying fairy tales, they were really screwed.

Still, some of Mohan’s ideas were actually good. In the short time he’d been here, he’d put wheels on a plank so she could slide under the rickshaw, set up a pulley system to lift heavy parts, and rearranged her books by color, which made no sense whatsoever. He’d even managed to clean and organize her tools, despite Useless trying to knock them into the depths of the mine shaft. Half of Mohan’s schemes were inspired by old stories. He’d read The Hundred Finest cover to cover more times than she could remember. In the story, the Hundred couldn’t hear a damn thing because of the conjured storm in their ears. They misunderstood each other most of the time and ended up going on adventures none of them had ever planned.

Mohan closed the book, still lost in the tale. “And it ends with the Vayu and the Devas all still massively hating each other. Like, with all that magic, why couldn’t they conjure a way to get along? We’re all just human.”

“Because the Vayu are power hungry, and the Devas are charmers no one trusts. In real life, most people are lousy.” Adya was in a foul mood. Mohan was right—they were all human—but that didn’t mean they were the same. Over the centuries, they’d developed different ways of channeling the magic of the infinity wells. They’d been at odds with one another for ages before the British arrived. Adya hated squashing Mohan’s endless belief in people, but she thought about it and decided she was right. Most people were lousy.

“What about us? How come the Atavi aren’t part of the story?”

Adya shrugged. “We’re nothing to them, just people far off in a jungle they rarely remembered even before the spell wall. Now they’ve forgotten about us entirely. The maharaja has the power to sneak his traders through, but does he send soldiers to help us? The idea probably never occurred to him.”

British wizards had conjured the wall of flames that surrounded the Atavi homelands soon after they discovered what technomancers could do. Their fascination with the new magic was soon replaced by alarm when they realized that living machines could drink up the energy of their spells to fuel their power. While the British longed to harness technomancy for their war effort, they could not allow the threat to stand unchecked. They surrounded the Atavi with their strongest enchantment—a ring of living fire they believed no machine could ever quench.

On her third day of moping, Adya turned to the one thing she relied on when everything else went wrong—her work. If they needed to get out of here in a hurry, they would need the rickshaw.

After two days of failed attempts, she hurled a set of pliers down the tunnel and stopped just short of punching the wall. She had repaired the mechanical issues—it was the magic that wouldn’t stick.

Mohan’s stegosaurus shirt was stained with grease. He’d fashioned a long tube out of a sheet of aluminum, trying to bring his fairy-tale magic to life. “What is this, attempt forty-two?” he asked.

Adya coughed and tried to wave away the cloud of incense. “Forty-three, and stop blowing smoke at me. I can barely breathe.” Sweating beneath the ancient three-wheeled taxi, she gave a final shove to the gas tank, forcing it into place.

Once she had it secure, she slid out from under the green-and-yellow rickshaw and adjusted her safety goggles. Her heavy rubber apron had failed to protect her jeans from oil splashes. She was going to smell like rust and old engine for the rest of the week.

“Do you think, before you sell the rickshaw, that we could use it to find Priya? I mean, if it could get through the spell wall and everything.”

Adya put down the wrench she was holding and eyed him. Faced with the power of old machines, most spells broke apart, but the magic that held together the spell wall was ferociously powerful. Trying to punch a hole through without turning into a mess of ashes was a terrific gamble.

“What would be the point? How would we find her?” Adya stopped grinding her teeth. “We’re not going out like some crazy hero and getting killed. I don’t want to talk about it.” Adya held out a hand. “Screwdriver. Flathead.” She couldn’t admit to Mohan that she’d been over this a thousand times in her own head, part of her wanting to sell the machine, the other half dying to blast through the spell wall and find Priya wherever she was.

Mohan managed to drop the screwdriver twice before handing it to her. “Sorry.” He lowered his head until his cumulus cloud of hair almost got in her eyes. “Look, I have an idea. If we maybe use different incense, like in the Hundred Finest, we could—”

“We could waste the little time we have.” Adya slid back under the rickshaw.

Her brother’s hair had probably curled so tight because his brain had overheated with schemes. Mohan was the one who’d first started calling her Mongoose after Adya put a screwdriver through the foot of some crook who’d tried to rob the mine shaft. Only a mongoose was fierce enough to drive snakes out of its home.

Despite Adya’s protests, the smell of jasmine soon filled the air. She’d tried to explain that it wasn’t incense that made spells work—emotion drove a technomancer’s magic, and money drove everything else.

From under the rickshaw Adya called out, “Get ready. I’m going to fire it up.”

Mohan put his head to the ground and tried to look her in the eyes. “Listen to me for once, Adya. You think I don’t know much, but being so close is crazy. The whole thing could come down on you.”

“Right,” Adya agreed. “You don’t know much. Now move back. Get ready to hand me what I need.” She felt terrible as soon as she said it. There was no reason to take out all her frustration on her little brother.

But there wasn’t going to be a forty-fourth attempt. She pulled the circular pendant that hung around her neck to her lips and kissed it. It was a folding wrench set her mother had worn, a technomancer’s emblem. She made sure her goggles were on tight.

“Vishwakarma namo namah,” she chanted, using one of the prayers that focused her spells. “Come on.”

The engine sputtered, and the carriage started to shake.

“Adya, get out,” Mohan yelled. But it was too late.

Magic vibrated through her teeth and swept over her body. These were the moments she felt most alive, her fingertips trembling, the air around her vibrating with possibility. Her mother had explained years ago how the magic worked. Technomancy finds the heart of the machine and lets it be reborn. The technomancer becomes a live wire on a path to the machine’s soul. We draw the power from the infinity wells, but your memories and emotions carry the magic like a candlewick carries the flame. Your heart and mind must be strong enough to sustain the flow. Remember, Adya, it’s a fierce magic that can drain you dry or burn you to nothing.

But her mother’s words couldn’t describe the thrill.

Adya’s back arched as she tapped into the infinity well and the power washed over her, reigniting her senses, granting her a glimpse into a hidden world. It thrummed under her skin, full of possibility. As if she might reach out and change the universe with a touch.

The machine rattled as the energy flowed through Adya, seized its circuits, and fired magic through its rusted spark plugs. A wash of silver light erupted underneath the carriage and filled the tunnel. Even with her goggles on, she had to close her eyes to shield them from the brightness. Bolts tightened as parts that had once seemed far beyond repair melded together.

But the engine coughed and wheezed, and Adya felt the initial surge of power she’d tapped begin to fade. Now the machine reached out to draw energy through her as it drank in her feelings. This was the moment of trust, of supreme vulnerability, when the technomancer opened herself and the machine came alive. When the rickshaw used her as a conduit to draw what it needed from the infinity wells. Attempt to awaken a machine too powerful, and you could be burned out by the flow.

A rusty whisper began in Adya’s head, growing ever louder until it transformed into the clanking of gears and pistons, and the engine’s true voice roared.

Like an old veteran desperate to share war stories, the rickshaw poured its secrets into Adya. It filled her mind with images of running children, laughing in their blue school uniforms, old women in orange saris, a too-thin couple holding hands as they bumped together while the rickshaw swerved down crowded city streets. The machine knew these people’s secrets. Now Adya knew them as well. Rust flaked away, showering over her black curls, revealing gleaming steel. Tears filled Adya’s eyes. This was what she lived for. She let her own memories flow out in return, nurturing the machine’s soul. Memories of racing through the jungle as a child, images of her first attempts at technomancy, the sounds of the white cranes calling as they soared over the trees—she let the emotions run through her, and the engine rumbled.

The rickshaw shared a memory of two young girls, schoolbags swinging from their shoulders. The girls looked so alike, smiling as they ran to catch their ride. They had to be sisters.

Priya’s face flashed before her, and Adya gasped. She remembered holding her sister’s hand the last day their parents were alive, remembered never wanting to let go. It was nothing she could face again. Something inside Adya shut down, and the flow of magic stuttered. Her breaths came fast and shallow as the hum of power faded from her fingers. She tried to reverse the flow, but as hard as she strained to channel more of herself, there was nothing left to give.

“No, no.” Bolts reversed and spun in the wrong direction. With a sickening creak, the gas tank wrenched loose and slammed against Adya’s shoulder, missing her head by inches. Numbing pain coursed down her arm.

The ancient machine gave a final shudder as the silver light faded. Except for the slow drip of oil, the mine shaft went silent. Adya closed her eyes, swearing under her breath. She fixed what she could and gave the magic everything, but it asked for too damn much.

Muscles limp, she dragged herself out from under the rickshaw and just lay there. It was always hit or miss with her technomancy. If only she could get it to work more reliably before she blew herself up. She wiped her face with her forearm. “It didn’t explode.”

Mohan stood ready with a wrench. “Maybe you could—”

Adya threw her goggles across the room. She could almost feel the heat of the fire that took her parents. She turned away from Mohan and stared up at a picture on the wall, her favorite—a detailed drawing Priya had made of old Mumbai, with airplanes circling its imposing skyscrapers while cars and trucks navigated the maze of roads below. If Priya were here, they could make everything like it was before. Adya blinked away the tears clouding her vision and started putting away her tools. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

Mohan wasn’t one to give up. “Look, I’ve figured this rickshaw problem out. We need music, like a theme song.”

Adya grabbed her little brother and squeezed him tight. She let him go almost as fast. “We’ll try music next time,” she said. Mohan should have his own theme song. “What was it that Auntie used to say about me?”

“That you’re lonely in your filthy cave, you’re reckless, you’re too shy, that you’re no kind of role model for—”

“Enough, enough.”

A high whistle caught Adya’s attention, and she tensed, recognizing the drongo’s cry of alarm.

“What is it?” Mohan asked.

The drongo had called five times, she was almost sure. Adya whistled back the same count. Anyone outside would have sworn its song had echoed up from deep under the mountain. She cursed under her breath until the bird’s answering call arrived.

Five calls. The bird wasn’t worried about the cat this time.

Adya swatted at a candle, plunging them into darkness. She needed to get Mohan out of here alive.






CHAPTER THREE [image: ]


HIGH ABOVE THE JUNGLE, THE most magical bird in India circled the night sky, its forked tail feathers shining silver. The drongo, no larger than a raven, could imitate any animal, but two things set it apart from all other species—it could always find its way home, and it could never forget a debt unpaid.

The drongo had traveled far, soaring over the burning spell wall the British had conjured to confine the Atavi. Atop the fiery enchantment, specters paused in their endless patrol to gaze at the bird as it passed, but even they could not stop a creature with wings. It flew past the villages of red-domed huts, above giant banyans and sepal trees, and over the abandoned steel battleship that served as the home of the crime lord Huda. The bird circled the stone temple where the Atavi queen once held court and continued over the thick jungle of southwest India, where yaksha roamed and the mountains were carved to their core, their uranium tailings glowing in heaps of unquenched fire. These were the mountains where swollen clouds surrendered the summer monsoon. Where the jungle below drank in the rain and never stopped growing in a magic-fueled frenzy.

A twenty-foot-long tiger glanced up as the bird passed, its eyes reflecting dangerous green. The drongo mimicked the tiger to amuse itself, and the great beast roared its disapproval. The drongo flew on.

Far below, five spear tips glinted in the moonlight as running figures crossed an iron bridge. This, the bird could not let pass unnoticed.

Without warning, it folded its wings and dropped like rain, opening them at the last second to touch down in front of a dark, forgotten mine shaft, where none of its kind would ever wish to go. It had a debt to pay. The drongo sang—one, two, three, four, five cries of alarm—to give warning to a girl far below.



Adya bent a long aluminum tube fastened to the wall and peered inside.

“Guru Brahma, Guru Vishnu, Guru Deva,” she whispered. In response, a headlight on one of the broken cars piled outside the mine shaft flickered to life.

Amidst the faint light, she made out spear tips rising and falling. Huda had sent his cronies. Adya kicked her bed, sending her sister’s cat screeching around the room.

Mohan was in a panic. “We’ve got to get the heck out.”

She took a long look at her brother and fought to keep her voice from betraying her fear. “Don’t worry.” She shoved his bow and arrows into his hands, hustled him to the back of the cave. She rolled aside a barrel of liquor, revealing a four-foot-high tunnel leading into darkness. “This connects to the other side of the junkyard. You’ll be in the jungle in five minutes. I’ll be right behind.”

Mohan’s eyes went wide. “Wait… you’re not coming?”

“Oh, I’m coming. Give me a chance to drop the bridge and make sure they can’t follow. Go.”

“No way,” Mohan said. “When I left Auntie alone, she died. That’s not happening again.”

“Damn right it’s not.” Adya pushed Mohan toward the tunnel. “I’m dropping those crooks into the river; then we meet up and get out of here. I need you out there with your bow. If you hustle, you can cover the bridge. Just don’t shoot me.”

“I don’t know, Adya. I haven’t had much time to practice yet….”

“You’ve practiced plenty. If things go wrong, head back to the village, and I’ll meet you. Out there, you’ll just get in my way.”

Mohan looked back, his face unsure, then he turned and was gone.

Adya rolled the giant barrel back into place. Huda’s goons knew she was down here. If she disappeared, they’d search until they found the hidden passage and Mohan. That wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t going to lose any more family.

Her throat tightened as the feeling of dread sank in. People talked in hushed tones about the British invaders, but the British were a distant threat. Huda’s enforcers were real. She’d heard the stories. First, they broke your legs and made you drag yourself around on your hands. Then it got worse. Her stomach twisted, acid rising to the back of her mouth.

Adya filled a mug from one of the barrels. She’d hoped to resell the daru, but she might as well try some now. If she was going out, it would be in style.

She tossed the fiery liquor back and let it sear down her throat. Then she selected two wires from the wall and snapped together their rusted alligator clips. A surge of magic crackled up the tunnel. She peered into the periscope as the speakers in her front yard came alive. The men had stopped halfway across the bridge, most likely wondering what the hell the static meant.

Adya pulled her beat-up red leather jacket off the wall and forced her hand through a sleeve. Her exhausted muscles were reluctant, but she’d need the protection. There was enough metal sewn into the lining to turn a sharp blade. She slid a pair of sunglasses into her pocket and snatched up her mother’s uranium-tipped spear.

After scanning the records on the wall, she settled on Heavy Metal Anthems. Her sister’s cat watched as Adya dropped the needle on the antique record player.

Adya pointed her black spear at the beast. “Don’t touch it, Useless.” The stubborn cat licked his shoulder and ignored her.

The daru was already making her face hot. The potent liquor was infamous for making a mess of your emotions. She shouldn’t have drunk it so fast.

She hustled up the shaft until she reached the autorickshaw and put a hand against it to brace herself, seething. Why did Huda get to treat everyone as his slave? He’d tricked her parents into debt they could never escape. If not for him, her aunt would still be alive. She squeezed her mother’s pendant until her fingers hurt, then slammed her fist on the rickshaw’s roof, leaving a dent in the thin metal.

“Kali take him,” she hissed. Huda should be the one paying his dues, her parents should be alive, and Priya should be here. She was so tired of everything going wrong.

Darkness filled her vision. She hadn’t meant the prayer as more than words of frustration, but her magic flared with a will of its own.

The rickshaw’s headlights glowed, drinking in Adya’s frustration, surging with her anger and despair. The machine shook, and the driver’s door fell off as magic surged through its wiring. The engine roared as if it would leap up the tunnel and fly into the jungle.

“Damn him to hell,” she declared to the empty cave. Her anger smoldered, and magic flowed through her in a torrent. The rickshaw drank it in, tapping into her rage, her fear of dying at Huda’s hands, her dread of becoming a slave. The wiring surged with energy, and the engine did not sputter.

Alive. The rickshaw’s voice whispered inside her. The roar of the engine shifted to a hum, tense and expectant. She sensed the machine’s personality for the first time, steady and responsible, eager to take her wherever she needed to go.

Still trembling, Adya ran a hand over the glorious old frame. Straight to the bridge, bring it down, then catch up with Mohan—with the rickshaw working, it was possible. She shook the fallen door by the handle to test its weight. It would serve as a shield. The rickshaw creaked as she settled in. She patted the dashboard and wedged her spear against the seat. “Let’s show them what you’re made of.”

Outside the cave, speakers blared the crash of drums and the first lyrics of a song from a different age. The rickshaw’s horn trumpeted as the vehicle careened up the tunnel, bursting out of the shaft’s entrance and into the night. Adya made out five men on the bridge fifty yards ahead. One of them was already hurling his weapon.

The spear bounced off the roof, and the rickshaw screamed inside her head. The old machine wasn’t made for battle. Adya struggled to maintain control as she bumped over piles of abandoned parts. Twenty more yards and she’d make it.

Another spear flew straight at the open door.

The handlebars twisted in her hands as the rickshaw made a sudden turn of its own volition. Glass sprayed across her chest as the spearhead smashed through the windshield and embedded itself in the seat above her right shoulder. The quick swerve had saved her.

Over the speakers, the heavy-metal singer screamed his final lines, and the guitar solo kicked in.

With ten yards to go, one of Huda’s goons leapt out from behind a doorless refrigerator. He cocked his arm back and bared his teeth.

Adya spun the handlebars hard right and ducked. The rickshaw tipped sideways, slamming the man into a heap of junk. She held on tight as the machine shuddered, balancing on two wheels as it skidded the final yards.

Jump! Its warning screamed in her head.

She leapt out with her spear just before the crash. Sparks rocketed into the sky. The rickshaw’s anguish washed over her as it lay on its side, helpless. It couldn’t take her to safety.

But the faithful machine had protected her long enough. The cable to drop the bridge was only ten yards away. If the fall into the river didn’t kill the men, they’d break enough bones not to be a threat. She made out four of them. Hopefully, the other had fled.

One cupped his hand to his mouth and shouted, “Huda sent me to invite you to tea, Mongoose. He didn’t want you to be lonely in your cave any longer.” Adya would recognize that pompous voice anywhere. Gouros, Huda’s chief assassin, wore a black cape he thought made him look impressive. You had to be a special kind of stupid to wear a silk cape during the rainy season.

Adya hefted the rickshaw door as a makeshift shield, gripped her spear, and got ready for the final sprint. “I’d rather be the last person on the planet than have tea with Huda,” she shouted. “I’d rather drink cobra venom.” She couldn’t wait to see Gouros flailing as he plunged into the river.

Gouros bared his teeth at her. “That can be arranged.”

The music ended abruptly, and the sound of a needle being scratched back and forth across the record filled the air. Useless! The damned cat was ruining her album. Adya sprinted the final distance and dove for the cable that would send half the bridge into the river.

Gouros’s cape fluttered in the wind, the kind of dramatic effect he must have dreamed of. “No more tricks, Mongoose,” he shouted. “Your sister won’t appreciate it.” Before Adya could drop the bridge, the assassin pushed a girl out in front of him. She stumbled before regaining her balance.

Adya swallowed hard. A thin gag covered the girl’s mouth, but even in the glare, she recognized her sister’s ponytail.

Priya. If they hurt her—if they dared.

“Drop your spear,” Gouros called, spinning a long knife in his hand. “Do it and she survives.”

Adya’s hands broke out in a sweat. The cable slipped from her grip.

She turned at the smell of burning. Clouds of smoke poured out of the mine shaft. The other thug hadn’t fled; he’d gotten behind her and set fire to her home. Too late she remembered the full barrels of daru.

“No!” she screamed.

A fireball roared up from the tunnel. The explosion blasted Adya backward and sent her tumbling, knocking the breath out of her. She fought to pick herself up, wiping blood from her eyes.

Her head pounded, daru surging through her veins. “They blew up your cat, Priya! You know how long I watched that stupid cat for you?”

Priya took advantage of the explosion. She kicked the assassin and dashed across the bridge, ponytail flying.

Gouros’s arm drew back. His golden ring flashed in the light as he threw the knife.

The blade spun end over end, in a long silver arc that seemed to last forever. It struck Priya in the center of her back. She took three more steps and dropped, heavy as stone, into Adya’s arms.

Adya felt her world collapsing. “Hold on, Priya.” She tore off the gag and pressed her hand against the bloody wound, squeezing her sister tight. “I should have come after you. All I wanted was to find you.”

She took Priya’s head in her hands, and her sight clouded with tears. She’d counted the days waiting for her return, and it all ended like this.

Adya’s vision cleared. She blinked in disbelief as the face before her snapped into focus. It didn’t seem possible, but she did not recognize this girl. Gouros had forced some poor innocent to act the part, then ended her life.

The assassin smiled, twirling the frayed end of the cable in one hand. His men leaned on their spears and laughed. There would be no dropping the bridge now, and taking on these men alone was suicide. Her options had vanished.

An arrow flew past, missing the bridge by a huge margin. None of the men even noticed. She had to finish this before they realized Mohan was here.

Time for new options.

Adya fished the dark sunglasses from her pocket. She was a technomancer, not a warrior goddess. She needed help.

She slid the glasses on.

“Vishwakarma namo namah,” she whispered. The headlights of a dozen piled-up cars and wrecked motorcycles blazed to life in response, covering the yard in a sudden white flash. She heard the furious voices of hundreds of festival lights covering the bridge that knew Adya like an old friend and that missed Priya terribly.

Every speaker in the yard blared an eardrum-splitting roar. Bulbs popped, sending sparks arcing and shards of fine glass flying at her attackers. One of Huda’s thugs took the brunt of it in his face, stumbled back, and tumbled over the rail. The other gangsters crouched, shielding their eyes from the blast and covering their ears under the sensory overload.

Adya slammed the butt of her spear on the ground and balanced the green-and-yellow rickshaw door on her arm. Mohan had been right; she needed a theme song for this crap.

“Get the hell off my bridge!” she screamed. She gave in to the temper that had always plagued her and sprinted toward Huda’s men. The roar of the speakers became thunder.

Gouros threw his spear.

Adya knocked aside the missile with her door-shield and leapt high.

A bony man, half-blinded by the glare, made the mistake of stumbling in front of Gouros. Adya cracked the door against his head, and he crashed to the bridge. Gouros turned to run.

Adya grabbed the assassin by the cape, yanking him to the ground. She dropped to one knee and smacked his head against the railing.

“You’re mad,” Gouros wheezed. “Huda will have you skinned.”

“You won’t be there to see it.”

The man she’d hit with the door was already getting up. Another was sprinting toward the bridge—the jerk who’d blown up Priya’s cat. Adya touched her spear tip to Gouros’s throat. “Tell them to keep back if you value your neck.”

He bared his teeth. “Kill me and you lose your chance to save your sister.”

Adya increased the pressure against his skin. She had never killed anyone, but the assassin deserved it. “That was not my sister.”

Gouros spoke faster. “Not her. I know what happened to your sister. Huda wants to make a deal. We’ll help you find her.”

Adya gauged the distance to the trees. If she ran now, she could make it.

“Your sister rode a blue moped with bright red fenders,” he continued, and Adya froze. “She was headed for the spell wall. Look me in the eyes. I know what happened.”

Gods no.

Priya had taken the scooter. Gouros couldn’t have described it so perfectly unless he’d seen it….

The bright lights faded to darkness. She was having trouble breathing. She caught sight of the man behind her only a moment before something struck her head. Adya flailed blindly, but in a moment, they’d pinned her arms and slammed her against the railing. She’d lost her chance to run.

Gouros fumed, his lip bleeding. He brought his face close enough for her to feel his hot breath. “I wasn’t lying, Mongoose. I could help you find what’s left of your sister. I could reunite you with her charred pieces. We chased your idiot twin all the way to the wall. Almost snatched her before she rode straight into the fire. She called out for you as she burned.”

“Liar.” Adya spat the word out. But her strength was gone. Gouros had seen Priya. Had seen her crazy sister, with her dreams of freeing India, hit the spell wall and burn.

The static hiss of the speakers faded as Adya went limp, feeling emptier than she ever had.

“It’s a good thing you weren’t stupid enough to ride with her.” Gouros smirked. “That makes you the very last of the technomancers. Huda is going to earn a treasure selling you to the British.”

The thought of being sold sent panic through Adya. She squeezed her eyes closed to shut out Gouros’s grin. They would chain her in Huda’s dungeon. The British would use her to fire up war machines until she burned herself out. Better to die here. Anything would be better.

The world went silent except for the rush of the river below. Adya could feel her heart pounding, feel the blood surging through her ears.

A loud yowl broke the silence.

Useless strolled across the bridge, complaining loudly about his home being destroyed, or his music being stopped, or whatever a cat with plenty of lives complained about. He waved his singed tail, expecting someone to do something about it.

For once, the cat was useful. Adya took advantage of the distraction to thrust her knee into the groin of the man holding her. He grunted and stumbled back, giving her the space she needed. Gouros lunged, but too late. She wasn’t going to be anybody’s slave.

Adya leaned back and flipped over the rail. The drongo shrieked as she plummeted toward the churning water below.

The river met her with a cold slap, hurled her against rocks, then spun her in an endless whirlpool. She sucked in half air, half water as it dragged her under. She rolled along the gravel bottom until the last bit of breath burst from her lungs and her vision went black.

Then the maelstrom coughed her up and spit her out against a boulder with one final crash. Adya gripped the stone with bleeding fingers until she lost her hold and tumbled back into the current. Flailing to stay above water, she drifted until she reached a bank and sprawled in the mud like a dead fish. Blood and dirt filled her mouth as she lay still, too exhausted to rise. Her left ankle felt broken. She held her mother’s pendant tight and stared up at the stars, listening to the river. At least she’d escaped Gouros. She’d rest a few minutes more, then crawl into the jungle to hide. Only a few minutes.

When she felt strong enough, she pulled herself up to her elbows, spat out a mouthful of water and grime, and took a deep breath of night air. Before she could move, a boot pressed down on her chest, forcing her back into the mud.

“I was worried you’d drowned, but it appears you’ve been born again.” Gouros grinned as his men pinned her arms. In his hand, he squeezed the black drongo. The little bird pecked wildly at his fingers with no effect.

Gouros looked into Adya’s eyes, and his smile disappeared. “You’re going to wish you’d stayed dead.”
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