

[image: cover]



[image: image]



 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Press ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.




 

The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.


 

Dear Reader,

It’s no secret that I love romance. I love hearing how couples meet. I love hearing about the moment when a charged glance becomes … more. But what I love even more than hearing about these stories is writing them. There are some projects where the characters like to linger and taunt long after the final page. Amar and Maya (known as Death and Night in this story, respectively) certainly fall into that territory. There were so many times when I thought about the scenes that either didn’t make it in the final iteration or scenes that wanted to tell you all its secrets and didn’t have the time. Death and Night captures all of that.

Amar and Maya’s story spans reincarnated lives and contains as much heartache as joy. With Death and Night, I wanted to give you a glimpse of what their interactions were first like. I wanted you to see why they would both fight so hard to uphold this bond despite so many setbacks thrown into their direction. I also wanted to hint at the personality traits that both strengthened and weakened their final story in The Star-Touched Queen. It gave me a chance to explain how the objects and settings found in The Star-Touched Queen have a far deeper meaning than just set pieces. For Maya and Amar, they represent emotional landmarks. Writing this story made me giggle and cry, dream, and (excessively) Pinterest. I’m so glad I got the chance to explore their love a little further and share more of their story with you.

Happy Reading!

Roshani


1

DEATH

I stood outside the home, watching as the light beaded and dripped down the length of the Tapestry thread. I waited. There was never any rush. Not for me at least.

The light dangled from the end of the string, clinging and reluctant. A passing wind stirred the ends of the thread, teasing out strands of memory. The memories plumed into the air, releasing the scent of a life lived in love. One by one, the memories unraveled—a pillow shared by two heads bent close in secrecy, a frayed blanket kept inside an eternally empty cradle, a table that sagged from the weight of uncertain feasts. Happiness stolen from the edges of sorrow.

I stepped over the threshold.

The lights in the hut extinguished. Shadows slipped off the walls to gather around my feet. Inside the hut, someone had propped up a stingy fire. Cinnamon scented the air. Past the dusty vestibule, rows upon rows of bay leaves hung from the ceiling. Strange runes scratched into small animal bones and ivory hairpins lay in carefully constructed patterns. I laughed. Someone had tried to ward me away. But there was no door that didn’t open to me.

At the far corner of the house huddled two people. A man in the arms of a woman. Old age had blessed him, yet for all his gnarled veins and silver-streaked hair, the woman cradled him as if he were a child. He murmured softly into the crook of her neck. I watched them. She wasn’t crying.

The woman looked up … and saw me.

How refreshing.

“Greetings, Dharma Raja,” said the woman in a clear voice.

I took in the bay leaves and bone pins. “You were expecting me, I take it.”

“Yes,” she said, hanging her head. “I regret that I cannot serve you any food or drink or treat you as a guest in our home.”

“Don’t let it trouble you,” I said, waving my hand. “I am rarely a guest. Merely an inevitable occurrence.”

Her husband did not stir in her arms. His breath had grown soft. While the woman had kept her eyes trained on me, I had taken away his pain, siphoned it bit by bit. I was in a generous mood.

“You have come for him.”

“As I will for you, one day. I could tell you the hour, if you wish it.”

“No.”

I shrugged. “Very well.”

She clutched him tighter. Her hands trembled. I knew she could feel his life unspooling. She may have seen me, but she did not see his life pooling beneath him.

“May I ask something of you, Dharma Raja?”

“You may.”

But I need not honor it.

“We always wished to leave this life together.”

“I cannot change your appointed time, even if I wished.”

She closed her eyes. “Then may I request, instead, that you not let him pass to the next life until I may join him there?”

Now this was interesting. I sank backward into the air, and an onyx throne swirled up to meet me. I tilted my head, watching her.

“Why? I haven’t weighed your life yet. What if you were far more honorable than your husband in this life? I could pour your soul into the mold of a princess blessed with beauty and intellect, riches and wonders. I could add silver to your heart and fortify you from any heartbreak. I could give you a life worthy of legends.”

She shook her head. “I would rather have him.”

“You’d rather have him, and whatever life that entails?” I leaned forward, eyeing the dingy room.

Her eyes flashed. “Yes.”

“He may not even come back as a human. Believe me. I’ve remade emperors into cockroaches and cockroaches into kings. You seem like a reasonably intelligent woman. Would you truly like to keep house for a bug?”

She lifted her chin. “I would be his mate in any form.”

A curious emotion prickled my skin, nudging the back of my thoughts. My hands tightened on the shadow throne. Before I could stop myself, the question flew from me:

“Why?”

“Because I love him,” said the woman. “I would prefer any life with him than any life without him. Even the deities know love to the point that they will chase their counterpart through thousands of lifetimes. Surely you, oh Dharma Raja, understand how extraordinary love can be?”

I knew very well what could come of love. I had seen it. Been cursed by it. Even now, I thought of her. The way she ran away and left a shadow in her place. Love was extraordinary.

Extraordinarily spiteful.

Extraordinarily blind.

Extraordinarily misleading.

“Bold words,” I said.

“They do not move you?”

I shrugged. “You may appeal and supplicate and wheedle as you wish, but I have heard every excuse and plea and sputter, and my heart has never been moved.”

The woman bowed her head. She gathered her husband to her chest. Her wedding bangles clanked together, breaking the silence. When I left, custom dictated that she must remove those wedding ornaments. Widows did not wear such bracelets. I had not considered until now that the sound itself was a thing near death. And that chime—gold against gold—struck me far louder than any keening. In the echoes, I heard something hollow. And lonely.

I dropped the noose. It slid through the man’s skin, noiseless as silk. Life had left him. All that was left was his soul.

You never forget what it’s like to withdraw a soul. It is an unclasping. Sometimes a soul is tough and hard, surrounded by sinews of memories gone brittle with age. Sometimes a soul is soft and bursting like wind-fallen fruit, all bruised tenderness and stale hope. And sometimes a soul is an ethereal shard of light. As if the force of its life is a scorching thing.

This soul belonged to light.

When the woman looked down, she knew that her husband was gone. The thing she cradled was nothing more than meat soon to spoil. Tears slid down her wrinkled cheeks.

“Come now,” I said, standing from the throne. “I have taken husbands when their wives still wore the henna from their wedding. I consider you lucky.”

“I beg of you,” she said. “Don’t let him move on without me. He would have asked the same.”

I swung the soul into a satchel and the light faded. I headed for the door, more out of formality than anything else. If I wanted, I could’ve disappeared right then and there.

“Please. What would you do for someone you loved?”

I stopped short. “I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure of that provocation.”

“You love no one?” she asked, her eyebrows rising in disbelief.

“I love myself. Does that count?”

And then I left.

*   *   *

I had lied when I told the woman I loved nothing.

Standing in front of Naraka—taking in the flat gray lands and stone trees, the crests of mountains like jagged teeth, and the night sky stretching its stars above my palace—I felt the closest thing to love. Night understood me. Night held the promise of secrets slinking in the shadows, of things that conjured fear and bewitched the sight. Nothing was more beautiful than a night sky dusted with stars. Nothing was more terrible than a night sky scrawled with a thousand destinies.

Night was inevitable. Like me.

Yelping and the scratching of paws greeted me the moment I walked inside the palace. My hounds snuffled the folds of my cloak, whining loudly.

“Souls are not chew toys,” I sighed.

They huffed, slinking away to the shadows. If they were upset now, they would soon forget. My hounds were my usual representatives to the worlds above and surrounding Naraka. They fetched the souls too stained to lure me above ground. They’d taken queens from their deathbeds and maidens from the throes of childbirth, soldiers in war and priests at their altars. I was certain they’d find a murderer among the dead to rend and chew with perfect contentment.

I envied them. They could forget what had upset them. But I saw the reminder of what had unsettled me in the empty hallways and silent vestibules, in the solemn and in the eternal. Everywhere.

Envying a mortal and now a beast? Pitiful.

Gupta walked into the hall, his arms full of parchments.

“How was it?” he asked.

“Normal. Less tears than I expected. The wife could see me, though, and she asked for a boon.”

“Did you grant it?”

“I’m undecided on whether I should.”

Gupta stepped back, brows crumpling. “You look—”

“—preternaturally handsome?”

“No.”

“Record keeping is ruining your eyes.”

“Impossible.”

“Well, one can hope.”

“If anything, record keeping has made me more observant,” said Gupta.

We started walking down one of Naraka’s halls. A thousand mirrors glittered around us, reflecting cities and ports and seas. I never bothered to look at them anymore. There was nothing new to see in this world or any other.

“And what do you observe?”

“Emptiness.”

The woman’s parting words flitted to mind. What would you do for someone you loved?

“Don’t let that trouble you. Probably just the reflection of your own mind.”

Gupta primly rearranged his papers. “When you decide to stop being a churlish infant, and talk to me about what’s bothering you, you know where to find me.”

“I am not bothered.”

“You are irritated for some reason,” he said loftily. “But I’m sure you’ll find the answer in the Tapestry.” He glanced down at his parchments, checking off names and underlining cities. “Anything else to tell me?”

“You have ink stains on your nose.”

Gupta shrugged. “Admittedly, I can be too close to my work.”

“Exactly how close? Do you roll around with the parchment afterward, murmur love songs to the paper, and profess your undying love for the written word?”

“I would never roll around in my parchment. It would get wrinkled.” Gupta turned to walk away before pausing. “Oh, I forgot…” He snapped his fingers. Ink splashed on my face. “You’ve got something on your nose.”

And then he stuck his tongue out at me, and disappeared.

*   *   *

The Tapestry was a lesson in light and dark. When I stood in the throne room, I felt the threads from a hundred lives pass over my palms, snagging and spinning against one another in an unfathomable web of cause and effect and balance. It was my duty to uphold the balance, to throw dark where there was too much light and sew light where the dark grew too thick. Sometimes the Tapestry showed me a life thread out of place. Sometimes it showed me forest fires approaching a village or a cure for a disease that the world should not yet see. Today it showed me … myself.

The threads shimmered like light upon water. My reflection changed, stretching into the halls of Naraka itself … the stone halls and the marble courtyards. Empty, empty, empty. The reflection quivered: an ivory counterpart to the onyx throne, a shadow curled around mine in the night, a voice that balanced and weighed. A garland of flowers placed around my neck. My heart tightened. I felt that image opening inside me, as if my whole life had been something lopsided in need of righting itself. The Tapestry’s demand knifed through me:

I needed a queen.

Once more, the threads twisted, and the sight wrapped tendrils of ice around my heart—the palace of Naraka split in half, the moon hanging in a torn sky. Without warning, the Tapestry fell back on itself, threads looping and dancing until it was still as a pool.

I sank into my throne, staring at the Tapestry. The message was vivid and vague at the same time. It wanted me to fill the halls, not with the dead, but with … a bride. I sat there. Numb. For years, I had considered the possibility of finding someone to share this gift and burden. But whenever I closed my eyes, I saw her. The way her eyes had squinted against the brightness of the Sun Palace. The shadow she left standing in the doorway as she fled. Wearing her smile. Wearing her eyes. Did she think I would not notice the substitute she had left behind? If I had stayed silent, I would have committed a grave injustice.

If I had stayed silent, I would never have been cursed.

The longer I sat there, the more the palace fidgeted. Annoyed. Perhaps it felt neglected in the past few days. Voices grew out of the floor, suddenly taunting and cruel.

Let us show you a jewel that is not yours.

Let us show you a door that will never open to you.

Let us show you a soul that you can never claim.

In the Tapestry, I saw a smile fashioned for me alone. A jewel that is not yours. I saw a man standing in a field, someone’s arms thrown around his neck as if she had created a hidden world just for them. A door you will never open. I saw two people walking with their fingers threaded together, and I felt transfixed by the impossible wonder of a bond so powerful that it was a living thing. A soul you can never claim.

I slammed down my fist. The sound trembled throughout the room, and small fissures netted their way down my onyx throne.

“Enough,” I said harshly.

I abandoned the Tapestry and the door slammed shut. My head throbbed. I knew what I had to do. Stepping into the hall, a familiar door winked in the half-light. Gupta called it my Inspiration Room, which sounded vapid, but I suspected he did this on purpose. The room was so much more. It was my thoughts poured into shape. The moment I stepped inside, a burden lifted from me. Here, I was not the Dharma Raja. Here, I was no destroyer.

Here, I was a creator.

The onyx floor expanded, and the shelves—littered with my old thoughts—bent forward as if in polite acknowledgement. Around me, I saw decisions that had weighed heavily in the past: all conquered, all organized.

In the corner of the room, a pair of heavy wings caught the light. Each feather was a braided bolt of lightning. On another shelf, a ship with an ever-changing prow crafted from an eclipse’s halo glowed. There were jars of materials floating in the air: the velvet-silent tread of panther paws on the forest floor, buttons of lies and garlands of nightmare teeth.

Even looking at them gave me peace. My creations served as reminders that my thoughts could be conquered and tamed. It was a reminder that even with all that I destroyed, I could create too. Even if no one was there to witness it.

I took a deep breath and tasted the crackling of magic on my tongue. I flexed my fingers, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the darkness.

Darkness has a sound if you know how to listen. Around me, darkness sounded like the roaring space between thoughts and the chaos of possibility. Nothing was born of light. Everything was born of shadows. I caught a ribbon of lustrous shadow notes and snatched it from the air. I twisted the dark in my hands, and thought of the Tapestry and the Shadow Wife’s curse. When I opened my eyes, I faced what my thoughts and energy had created:

A lustrous horse with milk-pearl eyes. It drew its gums back over its teeth and in the unshaped dark of its mouth, a city glinted—steel spires and iron trees, paved walkways of jasper and agate, squares of amber windows glittering in the makeshift night. A hidden world. The horse snorted, nipping at the charcoal shoulder of my sherwani jacket. The longer I stared, the more I saw it for what it could be. What made a thing a horse? The content or the shape? Was it somehow … both? And maybe that wasn’t so impossible. Maybe I could have a marriage and not a marriage. I could have a bond that looked like marriage, but have none of the inner workings that made its essential marriage-ness. My queen could have everything she wanted. Except my heart. I didn’t need the Tapestry before me to imagine what that future would look like: perfect equality, and perfect balance, with none of the intimacy. None of the risk. I would escape the Shadow Wife’s curse, and still keep Naraka whole.

I smiled to myself before realizing that a critical part was missing from my plan:

I needed a queen.

*   *   *

Gupta was hanging upside down in his favorite hallway, a bone-white corridor lined ceiling to floor with crackling tomes, glowing branches, and sweet-smelling parchments. He swung back and forth a little when he saw me.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said, glaring. “Sometimes I need a new perspective when I’m writing.”

“I was not going to comment. I recognize a hopeless case when I see one.”

Gupta frowned at me upside down. “What do you want?”

“A bride.”

“And I want dinner.”

“I’m serious.” He fell to the floor. I kicked at his foot. “Shocked?”

“Floored,” said Gupta, and then he cackled at his own joke.

“This is no time for humor. I need a queen. Now.”

“What brought this on?” asked Gupta, still not bothering to collect himself from the floor. “I believe I send you a list of prospective brides at least once a year. If memory serves, you burned each of those lists…”

“Not true. With the last couple of lists, I tossed them into the air…”

“You mean that tornado of paper that chased me down the hall?”

“See? I don’t set fire to everything,” I said. “Now to answer your question, it’s become a necessity because I’ve seen it in the Tapestry.”

Gupta paled. In a blink, he was upright, floating with his legs crossed and scribbling on parchment.

“But what about the…” He trailed off, and I knew what word had made him stumble.

“I found a way around the Shadow Wife’s curse.”

“How?”

“Simple,” I said. “I won’t fall in love.”

Gupta raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

“Now I need to find out what—”

“Not what,” said Gupta. His gaze was unfocused, fixed somewhere on the cut of night sky through one of Naraka’s windows. “Where. And when.”

*   *   *

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been dragged to the Night Bazaar. It was the riotous, pulsing center of the Otherworld. Here, merchants peddled all manner of strange wares—bones that told the truth, rare blooms that toyed with memories, harps that sang their players’ emotions, and even edible colors shorn off from a single rainbow. It was a place I avoided as often as I could. Far too noisy. Full of simpering beings eager to pay false homage.

“What are we doing here?” I asked, ducking my chin to avoid making eye contact.

He cut a path through the merchant kiosks. From the corner of my eye, I spied a kinnara woman with bright gold feathers laying out a series of small weapons—bows and arrows that shifted diaphanous and half-invisible in the light; an apsara adjusted her anklets and threw her henna-stained hair over one shoulder; a bhut with its feet pointed backward peddled a cursed cup of alms. After years of walking leisurely—what was the point of running to something or someone when they could never escape you anyway—I found myself walking briskly. Impatiently.

And then, rising out from the crests of the merchant kiosks loomed a strange dais. Small birds carved of amber soared against a silk screen. Lotuses a violent shade of pink and purple released a drowsy perfume. I caught a whiff of it even where we stood and I drew my hood back. Desire. Heat coursed through me. Need gathered low and furious at the base of my skull. But I pushed back. When I chose a consort, those emotions would not drive me. If I had my way, we wouldn’t feel them at all.

“This is where you will find your bride in two months’ time.”

“What’s in two months?”

“Do you never keep track of holidays?”

“No.”

“It’s going to be Teej in two months.”

My eyes must have widened because Gupta’s grin stretched widely.

“Not so brooding and hidden in the dark that you could forget what that means.”

“Apparently not.”

Teej was the time when the members of the Otherworld selected a consort. Lovers would often arrange to meet and declare their choice in a consort by placing a single red bloom in their beloved’s palm. But there was a strange rule to Teej. A heavy samite curtain separated them from each other’s sight. Lovers would have to identify one another by the sight of their palm. Some didn’t bother with choosing a lover beforehand. They would peruse the line of assorted hands and choose the one that called to their soul.

Foolish.

“You expect me to make this momentous decision by chance and simply show up at Teej and let someone choose me? Based on my hand?”

“You could do that.”

I waited, then caught the smug tilt of his grin.

“Or?” I prompted through clenched teeth.

“Or you could take the two months you have available and find someone. And arrange to meet them at Teej.”

“What if the right one doesn’t come to Teej?”

Gupta scoffed. “Every Otherworld maiden will be at Teej. Trust me.”


2

NIGHT

“You could promise me a palace of spun sugar and I wouldn’t go,” I said.

“What if I—”

“You could hang me upside down and tickle me with lightning and I would not be persuaded.”

“Rather vicious, don’t you think?” asked Nritti. She shook her head, and the small golden ornaments strung through her hair chimed sorrowfully. Three chimes. That never boded well.

I had lost count of how many times I had heard the chiming of Nritti’s golden bells. To everyone else, the bells distinguished her as the chief apsara of the heavenly courts. Everyone else heard the bells and saw the cosmetic appeal—the glint of gold against the black fall of her hair, a trill of precious metal to silver her immaculate dance, a glittering crown that belonged to none else in the court of Svargaloka.

To me, the chimes were something to be translated. One chime meant: Here we go again. Two chimes meant: I am questioning our friendship. Three chimes meant: Once more, I must rescue her from the depths of bad choices.

Three chimes.

I shook my head. She sighed, and resumed kicking her feet in the pale blue river before us. At this hour, the river looked like a shard of sky. The reflection of rose-colored clouds floated down the still water. Soon, indigo would stain their edges. Like bruises. For a handful of moments, the sky would turn monstrous, purpled and marbled as if someone had beaten it senseless. One might call it cruel. And yet without it you’d never notice the stars.

Maybe the horror of dusk made the stars beautiful. You had to prize apart and flay the sky just to notice them. And for that cruelty, they bared their cold and unflinching beauty, their fixed and fervid glory. That beauty held truth—destiny and doom listed in the space between those burning silver infernos.

Nritti hugged her knees to her chest and followed my gaze. “You were the first person to tell me there was nothing violent about the night.”

I smiled. “And you believed me because there was nothing violent about me.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Not entirely violent,” I allowed.

“Not entirely scary.”

We turned our gaze to the heavens and waited. There was beauty in the night, if you chose to see it. Some did. Some didn’t. For some, night was the time of dreams and rest, of balance reasserting itself. For others, the hours crowded between dusk and dawn belonged to the ghosts. I knew what they feared: the uncertainty of nighttime, the lightlessness of those hours that were not the black comfort of sleep but the shadows at the bottom of a monster’s throat. I glanced at my reflection and saw their fear staring right at me. Why could I not be dreams and nightmares both?

Nritti reached for my hand. I looked down to see our knitted fingers. Even though we had known each other all our lives, sometimes I never recognized myself beside her. Her skin—a lustrous gold—paled next to my own violent shades. Almost time, I thought. Vespertine ink bloomed across my skin, spelling the calligraphy of dusk and near-night. Stars winked in the crook of my elbow and a constellation curved around the bend of my thumb.

“Already?” asked Nritti.

“Shorter days.”

“And longer nights.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Of course you don’t,” laughed Nritti. “Self-loathing would not become you.”

Behind me, the strange silver trees of the ashram stretched longingly toward the sky. I understood how they felt. It was only natural to want to feel part of something bigger than yourself. I glanced at my arm. Violet clouds shivered to life on my skin. A storm cloud kissed my wrist. And yet for all that I wore dusk and night … I was not part of the story. It is the price of immortality and eternal youth to never recognize your own fate in the stars. If we must live forever, then we must live blind.

I guarded the stars with my body. I let the constellations dance across my skin as if they could draw sustenance from the air I breathed. I coaxed nighttime into the world and guarded that sacred cusp of time before the world slipped once more into a tomorrow. I kept the past and present divided by a dance.

But it didn’t matter how many days and nights or dusks and dawns passed. The truth was that no one could do what I did. And yet the entire world was as blind to me as the stars were blind to us all. As much as I loved the night, I wanted to break free of it as well. I wanted to be more than a canvas for stars and stories. I wanted to make my own.

Nritti looked behind me to the ashram. “Everyone wants to know where this place is. I bet there’s already a crowd waiting for those dream fruits.”

I followed her gaze to the orchard behind us. When I came here, the ashram became renowned for the strange fruit that sprang from the earth—slender, silver trees where fat purple fruit dragged the boughs to the earth like soul mates inexorably pulled to one another. The fruit always tasted cold, no matter how hot the day. All day I labored on those dreams, on what snippet of reality would be stretched thin and packed inside that fruit. When midnight fell, I came to the Night Bazaar and sold them for the price of someone recounting their day. I learned and listened, and they ate and dreamed.

“Your point?” I asked.

“You know, in my despair of you not joining me for Teej, I may accidentally let the location of this ashram and your famous orchard slip…”

I narrowed my eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would never!” she said, feigning hurt. “But maybe I would.”

“And you call me manipulative.”

“I’m just trying to—”

“—look out for me, do what’s best for me, instruct me on all the ways of living and point out the sun in case I mistook it for an orange.”

She considered this. “Yes.”

“I’m not hopeless.”

“But you are sheltered. And stubborn as a mule.”

“It could be worse. I could have the face of a mule too. I’m counting my blessings.”

“Or you could have my face,” she said. “Count your blessings that you don’t.”

In the fading dusk, Nritti looked silvered. Apsaras were always beautiful, but she was a gem even among them. It didn’t matter that her hair had fallen out of its braid or that her clothes were crumpled. She looked more polished than a gemstone that had gulped down the moon.

For as long as I had known her, Nritti had the kind of beauty that earned her a place among the stars. When she entered a room, light clung to her. When she left a room, light seemed a mere legend. No radiance compared. But it came with a price. One that wore on her. I nudged her arm.

“How many marriage proposals this time?” I asked.

“The usual.”

“About a hundred?”

“Give or take.”

“Any entertaining acts of idiocy amongst all your besotted suitors?”

She smacked my arm, laughing in spite of herself. “Don’t mock their love.”

“Why not? They mock you with the assumption that you’d say yes.” I rolled my eyes. “More than that, they mock you by assuming there’s nothing more than your beauty and dancing.”

“Isn’t there?”

“You sing too.”

Another smack. Another laugh. But this one a little more hollow.

“One of them said he’d write my name in the stars,” said Nritti. “He was a mortal king, invited to the court of the heavens for a great yagna he held honoring the gods.”

“And so…”

“And so he fell off a balcony with a sword in his hand. I think he intended to cut a path through the stars.”

Now it was my turn to laugh.

“Did you catch him?”

“Oh yes. Eventually. But I did let him fall a great deal before I stood up.”

We laughed for a long while, stealing seconds before my evening duties called me from her side.

“Is that why you want to attend Teej? To find a consort and hopefully put an end to all these unwelcome marriage proposals?”

She shrugged, and her hair ornaments chimed delicately.

“I don’t want simply to find someone. I could’ve done that years ago.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You want love.”

“Is that bad?”

“Of course not. I want that too.”

It’d been something we’d talked of since we first met. She’d been asked to perform a solo dance for the grand Festival of Lights. I’d barely started making dream fruit, and the night was so new that it was hardly flecked with stars. She was nervous about practicing in the light, so I conjured shadows for her and we became friends.

“Then I want love,” she said simply. “And I’m willing to believe that I can find it. I’m willing to be brave enough to search for it, even if that means failing.”

“Are you hoping the God of Love will be at Teej? Crouching behind the curtains and stringing his sugarcane bow and arrow of honeybees?”

She laughed. “Will you let me know if you see him?”

“Certainly. I’ll be the one bribing him to make you fall in love with a cow.”

“Not a bull?”

“I prefer the scandal.”

Just then, the clouds in the river began to break apart. The silver trees behind us shivered in wait. The crossover from day to night was complete. I glanced up and saw the faint impression of hoofmarks against the clouds. Ushas—the goddess of dawn—had already driven away her chariot, and magic had eagerly poured back into the world.

We were in the human world, but just barely. Night thinned the boundaries of the mortal and Otherworld. Small amber lanterns no bigger than a thumbnail danced across the river. A handful of scarlet kinnara feathers drifted down the stream, releasing smoke and sparks of gold into the air. The gunghroo bells of apsaras ignited the silence. Nritti heard it too and stiffened as her own bells began to chime and keen.

But not all the magic that poured out at night was full of light and feathers and music. In the distance, I heard rough hands pounding on a stone drum, and the hollow knocking of skulls garlanded around a raksha’s belly.

“I have to go,” said Nritti, standing.

“I know. So do I.”

Soon, I’d have to shuck off this sari. Someone would notice if a disembodied dress started dancing and floating around. Nritti thought it was scandalous to run around naked. Technically, I was not running around naked. I was dancing around naked. Which sounded worse. But was it scandalous if no one could even tell?

“I’ll see you afterward?” asked Nritti, breaking my thoughts and nodding to the orchard.

“Always.”

“Prepare yourself for a crowd, sister. Tonight, we are entertaining a princeling.”

From time to time, mortal rulers were invited as personal guests to the Otherworld to reward them for certain prayers, offerings, or even aid in battle against demon spirits. And from time to time, some of them returned with an apsara for a wife. Their first wives were rarely pleased.

“What did this one do for the honor?”

Nritti shrugged. “I think he helped in some battle or another.”

“Poor thing. I don’t envy the attention he’ll get.”

The Otherworld had a bizarre fascination with humans. But they often expressed it with zero decorum. I’d once seen a curious naga girl tugging at a human boy’s neck, bemused because he hid no cobra hood behind his ears.

“It seems like fitting punishment for dragging me from your side,” said Nritti. “I hope he leaves with nothing short of four hundred proposals of marriage and a cursed sandal that causes him to stub his toe every day. But I’m glad, at least, that you get something out of that crowd.”

She stared past me to the silver trees heavy with fruit.

A human prince meant a huge Otherworld crowd. And a huge crowd meant more people to buy dream fruit. Maybe I’d buy some new trinkets after they bartered. An amphora of honey from moon-bees. Or a bolt of silk culled from sea roses.

*   *   *

As soon as Nritti left, I began.

Night heralded sleep and shadows, demons and dreams.

But I heralded night.

Sometimes I wondered whether that made me worse than a demon. But I supposed no one berated a door for allowing a robber to cross the threshold. Then again, people could be unforgivably stupid.

The sky broke. Black, starless waves poured into the ether, hovering over the world like a blanket that refused to fall. This was the very essence of night. The eerie scent of shadows perfumed the world. It smelled like fear at an unexpected bloom of cold between your shoulder blades; like the prickling of ice at feeling inexplicably watched; like a breath yanked from your lungs when you had run out of stairs on a staircase and couldn’t figure out how. But the dark didn’t scare me.

Quite the opposite.

I rose into the air, letting the wind whip my hair around my face. Where did the sky end and I start? I never wanted to find out. I let myself sink into that feeling of being infinite. For a moment, I had neither edges nor emptiness. I was everywhere. Everything. A cut of stars. The shadow of a crescent moon. The satin sand beneath the wave. The bistre loam beneath the land.

I reached out and snatched the darkness, dragging it down to earth with me. It needed to be sewn into the world, tucked beneath every leaf and stone, hewn to every mountain crest and sculpted into the bowl of every lush valley. But the only way to make the night stick to the world was to dance it into place.

And so I did.

Unlike Nritti, I had no gunghroo bells to transfix my audience. But the sound of my feet hitting the forest floor caused the birds in the trees to tuck their heads beneath their wings. When I pressed my fingers into mudras, no crowd roared with applause. But the earth sighed, as if it had finally accepted the weight of darkness and chose to sleep rather than spar. I bent, ready to unfurl the last shadow when I heard twigs snapping underfoot.

Cold pierced my spine.

Whenever I danced, every mortal thing that may have been able to see me would instantly fall asleep. In the mortal realms, everything could die. Not even the trees watched.

Yet, something … someone … was doing the impossible.

I spun around. “Who’s there?”

From beneath the heart-shaped leaves of a peepal tree, something rustled. And a voice, so lush it made ambrosia acrid, answered me.

“Only the lowly painter who tries each night, in vain, to capture evening herself.”

“What do you want? Show yourself.”

The stranger stepped out of the peepal tree. He was broad-shouldered, his features as severely beautiful as a strike of lightning. He wore a crown of blackbuck horns that arced in graceful whorls of onyx, catching the light. But it was his gaze that robbed the clamoring rhythm in my chest.

His stare slipped beneath my skin. And when he saw my eyes widen, he smiled. And in that moment, his smile banished my loneliness. He moved toward me, grasping my hand, and his touch hummed in my bones like an aria. A song to my dance. The beginning of a promise.

Which is just about when I realized that I was wearing nothing.

And also when I realized that he didn’t seem to mind that I wasn’t wearing anything.

I yanked my hand away in the same instant that shadows rushed out of the ground to hug my body. Granted, it was hard to tell what was what when the sky and I looked the same. You had to look close. But this stranger had looked at me the way no one had before, and I wasn’t taking any chances.

Shock forced me to stare at him, and my heart plummeted. The blackbuck horns. The leather bracelet around his wrist that I knew could swing into a noose at any time.

“Gods,” I breathed.

“Just one,” said the Dharma Raja, grinning.

I raised an eyebrow and gestured at myself.

“You specified gods,” he said. “Not goddesses.”

I raised one brow. “I am glad you acknowledged me, oh Dharma Raja. For a moment, I thought you had confused me for a mortal and meant to take my soul.”

“I’m not here for your soul.”

But he was here for something. My eyebrows soared up my forehead. The Dharma Raja never left Naraka unless a pristine human soul had called him to the human world. He never wandered through the Night Bazaar. And Nritti told me that he rarely attended the festivities in the heavenly courts. When he did, he was notoriously somber. The only time he enjoyed himself was when he was tormenting any visiting mortal kings by dropping his noose beside their knees by “accident.”

“What are you here for?”

Without any hesitation, he said: “I am here to make you my bride.”

Shock rooted me to the spot. All I could do was stare. And as I stared, I had the strange observation that he had the kind of beauty made for nighttime. Not because the darkness blurred his features or hid any imperfections. But because the shadows understood him. The shadows silhouetted his impressive frame, so that he looked cut from the sky. And when he grinned, I saw some of the beauty that belonged to night alone. Moon roses unfurling in quartz caves. Midnight rivers swollen with stars. Secret sights that were never meant for sunlight.

I met his eyes levelly and folded my arms across my chest. “Why now?”

He frowned, as if that was not the question he had prepared to answer. “Not ‘why me?’”

“I don’t need a recitation of my virtues and beauty. Although I wouldn’t say no to an epic ballad dedicated to them either…”

“I shall start composing immediately…”

“You wouldn’t be my first suitor, and you probably won’t be my last. So no. I know why you would ask. What I want to know is why you have chosen now of all times to come out of hiding in unmarried bliss…”

“People think I’ve been hiding this whole time?”

“What did you want them to think you were doing?”

“Something more sinister.”

“Brooding?” I suggested.

He considered this. “It would be less insulting than cowering from potential brides.”

“Have you met the women of the Otherworld?” I asked, laughing. “I assure you that no one would find you cowardly for hiding from them. We are fearsome to behold.”

The corner of his mouth tilted up. “I’ve gathered.”

“So? Why now?”

He drew himself up, squaring his shoulders. Had he practiced this? I wanted to laugh, then thought better than to humiliate him.

“I would like a companion. The duty of my existence is to tend to the balance of things and I have failed in that regard toward my own personal life. Besides, I think you and I would suit well. I wish for a queen who would rule beside me and not be afraid of the dark. You wish for recognition. There will be no love between us, but there will be tranquil balance without the complication of passions and I will be true to you and honor you above all others.”

My fingers tightened in my sari. Had a more bland and lifeless proposal ever been delivered? Nritti’s proposals always involved men jumping out of balconies and trying to cut a path through the stars, or women making declarations of unending love and swearing it on every hair of her head.

“I’ve heard about you,” he said quietly. His solemnity broke, and curiosity took its place. “Every night you peddle dream fruit. Every night you ask for someone to tell you a part of their day. Every night you ask if they remember the dreams you gave them. Someone else might think it’s a routine check of your merchandise, but I suspect it is more. I suspect that you feel a flicker of hope every time someone remembers the dreams you gave them. I suspect that you want them to remember and perhaps even act upon it. Why do you do it?”

No one had ever spoken to me like that.

“I thought kings prided themselves on subtlety.”

He shrugged. “Death is not subtle. Death is a slam in the chest, a sudden extinguishing of lights. Why should I be any different?”

Fair.

“Then to answer your question I do it because I want to be more than the stories reflected on my skin,” I said. I’d never spoken those words aloud, not even to Nritti. And once I had freed them from my thoughts, I couldn’t seem to stop: “I want to make things that are true. I want to write my own legacy in the stars instead of simply having the stars be my legacy.”

As I spoke, rage flickered in my voice. I thought of all the times I had tried to push for more and all the times the world had pushed back. When you had everything, what was more? When I looked into the Dharma Raja’s eyes, I saw a shadow of that craving. That desire for the bone-deep contentment of wanting nothing. I craved that fullness. I craved it every time I woke to a fresh dusk and fell into my solitary work, knowing that this copse of trees and slice of time was all I possessed. I craved it when I walked through the Night Bazaar, arms full of dream fruit and wondering if any of their flavors would last beyond sleep’s fickle memory.

He tilted his head, considering this. “You want power.”

“Recognition.”

“Same thing,” he said, waving a hand. “My kingdom could use someone like you. A queen with fury in her heart and shadows in her smile. Someone restless and clever.”

Queen. Being queen—especially of a realm like Naraka—was a position bristling with power. But simply because time grew in abundance didn’t mean that it should be squandered. Besides, the Dharma Raja himself said that I should expect no love in our marriage. Who would ever want that? I’d forgotten how many times Nritti and I had spoken of finding love. And the truth was that I wanted to spend my life with someone who made eternity too short. I wanted a love that time could never erode, a foundation that would grow spires and turrets large enough to swallow constellations. And yet I wanted love like a home, a corner of the universe built for two and snug as skin. I wouldn’t settle for less. Queen or no.

“I will not have you,” I said.

“Rather hasty.”

“So was your proposal. Choose another.”

“I choose you.”

His cold arrogance splintered. And beneath it, I saw someone who looked as hesitant as I felt. My hands dropped from my body. For a split second, I let myself revel in the knowledge that he wanted me. He, whom so many others had blindly tried to discover behind the samite curtains of Teej. He, who ruled Naraka with an iron fist and a flinty gaze but was as notorious for his honor as he was his isolation. He … who had introduced himself as a lowly painter who tries each night, in vain, to capture evening herself.

I narrowed my eyes.

“Regretfully, oh Dharma Raja, I must reject your proposal,” I said, dropping into a half-curtsy that could best be described as an unfortunate flop. “And out of the goodness in my heart, I must warn you that should you inflict that horrific introductory line on any other woman, she will probably reject you too.”

His gaze dropped. Nritti would be horrified with me. I had insulted the Dharma Raja. As I watched him, I noticed that his shoulders had begun to shake. He was … laughing. He threw his head back, laughing all the while. When he finally stopped, he looked me in the eye and said:

“May I visit you again? If you do not wish it, I will not return. I would not disrespect your wishes.”

“But … but I just rejected you.”

“I prefer the challenge of courtship.”

He made it sound as if this was a game. I found myself intrigued, but not enchanted. And certainly not in love. I pushed out the memory of the first time I saw him and that inexplicable surge between us that felt like a secret I’d forgotten. If he wanted to play a game with me, then so be it. I have never lost.

“I have nothing better to do, so I suppose I can indulge my curiosity,” I said, lifting my chin. “For your own sake, please don’t imagine that means I’m interested in becoming your queen. I won’t marry without love. And you refuse to marry with love. So it seems we are at an impasse.”

“So it seems. But you may surprise yourself in finding what matters more to you,” he said smoothly. “I’ve spent eons wandering. Do you know how many times I’ve been offered everything if only I would let them live? Men have offered their wives in their stead. Mothers have sometimes tried to exchange one child’s life for another. Lovers will suddenly have a change of heart when one meets the dagger and the other is left wondering whether life without them is quite so dismal after all.”

Even as he spoke, ambition lit up my thoughts. If I never found love, would it be so bad to possess every other dream of mine but that one? But then I steeled myself. I had seen the loss of love too often and soothed too many lonely hearts to sleep that I refused to live that way.

“We will see whose thoughts win out in the end.”

“I never lose.”

I smiled. “Neither do I.”

“I suspect that over the course of our courtship, you may feel differently.”

“You’ll court me with tales of bitter disillusionment and jaded tales of love? Please excuse me while I swoon at your feet.”

He fell quiet for a second and pain flickered over his face. Then, just as quickly, he resumed his collected demeanor.

“It is customary to bring gifts when courting,” he said. “Do you … want anything?”

“Of course I want things.” I laughed. “I want the moon for my throne. Stars to wear in my hair. A garden unlike any in all the realms.”

He considered this. “It shall be done. I will take my leave of you now.”

“You’ll come back tomorrow?” I asked.

He looked at me, bewildered. As if the thought of not coming back was nothing short of impossible.

“And the next day. And the day after that.”

“For how long?”

“As long as it takes.”

“And if I never say yes?”

“If that is the case, then I hope you’d take pity on me and tell me never to return. Even death shows mercy, for at least it is an ending.”

When he left, sticky warmth seeped into my grove of trees. I never liked the heat. Nritti loved basking in the sun, but I preferred the cold. When the Dharma Raja stood before me, the very atmosphere had turned cool and winter-scented. Maybe that’s why I had relaxed in his presence. Even now, my body hungered for the cold of him. I stared at the spot where he had disappeared. As long as it takes.

What exactly had I agreed to?

And why would he ask for a marriage without love?

*   *   *

When the Dharma Raja left, I collected the dream fruit. I placed my hand against the bark and found it perfectly cold and polished as a pearl. One by one, I plucked the ripest fruits. They were dusky as plums, and yet there was something of the Otherworld to them. An uncanny chill to their flesh. A strange gemstone sheen to their deep violet. The moment someone ate them, the flesh would break apart—inky and star-flecked as the night sky. It tasted like the outskirts of consciousness. Of wanting. That’s what made the Otherworld so ravenous. This was why I asked every night for them to tell me about their day. I wanted to hear the lilt at the end of their sentences. How they had yearned for one last piece of moon candy. How they had been pulled from their beds too early. Sometimes the act of wanting was more intoxicating than the pleasure of realizing the act.

I arrived in the Night Bazaar just in time to watch Nritti’s last dance. Every time I crossed into the Otherworld, a wave of shock fell over me. There were so many people. So many things. Life pulsed all around me and I reveled in the surge of sounds, so different from my usual quiet haunt where sleep and shadows frosted the world.

My collection of dream fruit floated behind me, kept cool in its shadow bundle. Soon, I’d have to make my way to the side of Night, which was the only place where the fruit wouldn’t spoil. But for a moment, I tilted my head back and stared at the sun. I had to settle for this half-view of daytime and this ripped sky. As always, my imagination wandered over what the sky truly looked like during the day. When I awoke each dusk, the world looked bloodied, as if the sun had waged a war to stay in the sky and lost. Nritti said morning and day were soft and golden, an infinite crown fitted over the world. She said it looked like peace. I wished I could’ve known peace.

The passersby began to jostle back and forth. Some inclined their heads to me in respect. Others turned away, disgust flitting across their features. I steeled myself. Whenever a mortal prince visited the Otherworld, the large crowd diluted the true denizens of the Night Bazaar. For the most part, the Otherworld understood my role in the balance of light and dark. They never perceived me as some harbinger of evil. But when beings poured in from every crevice of the world, they dragged along whatever local superstitions had gathered in the places where they haunted and guarded, ruled and treasured. The human world was still young. To them, night brought no dreams. Only nightmares made real.

“It’s her,” a naga whispered to his mate. Their cobra hoods flared around their faces.

Beliefs in fear had a way of tethering minds. I couldn’t help that once I had tucked night around the world that things with empty backs and hollow grins began to look for sustenance. Night was not meant to be protective. Night was meant to be restorative. Most days, I let that knowledge spread through me like a balm. But today I felt exhausted. I moved away from the naga and his mate without glancing into their eyes.

Around me, vendors hawked all manner of objects. There were sweets for sale—handfuls of stardust shaped into glittering whorls and shimmering blossoms. A beautiful nagini grabbed a fistful and waved it through the air.

“To enhance the beautiful visions dancing before your eyes! Guaranteed to taste sweeter than an apsara’s kiss or one year of your life will be returned to you free of charge!” she promised.

More vendors. More tables. Enchanted flutes for sale. A tonic in an emerald bottle guaranteed to honey the voice and ensnare listeners. Tins of cosmetics, kohl made from pressed shadows, and pots of deep red and scarlet stolen from the last flames of sunset.

In front of me, a couple playfully argued as they made their way to the podium of celestial nymphs.

“What if you prefer their beauty to mine and leave me?” teased the woman in front of me. She was a lovely being. Her slim torso disappeared into elegant golden feathers and shining talons. Golden pearls wreathed her wings and her smile was lustrous. Content.

Her mate leaned toward her. Light winked out in the space between his head curving to hers, like day flashing to night. He traced her feathers.

“Your beauty rivals the sun. Your sweetness rivals the moon. You are every beginning and end,” he said, brushing a kiss to her temple. “You are entirely inescapable.”

The tenderness between them sharpened into an edge, and I felt cut. I remembered, suddenly, what loneliness looked like. Loneliness looked like a gaping hole where there should have been your reflection in a mirror. My throat tightened. I couldn’t look away from the couple, and yet the longer I stared at them, the more I felt a heaviness weighing on my chest.

I walked faster, and my thoughts slipped into familiar daydreams. Daydreams of shadows fitted together, eager hands waiting to trace a beloved face, warmth blossoming between two hearts. In those dim spaces behind want, a face emerged in my dreams. A hard and unforgiving face, whose beauty belonged to the night and whose eyes looked cut from stone. The Dharma Raja. As soon as the image came to mind, I jolted. I couldn’t picture the Dharma Raja walking beside me in the Night Bazaar. But for some reason, I could picture him walking beside me in other places. By a grove of silver trees. By a sea of pleated starlight. By a palace of marble and glass.

A horrid bellowing broke my reverie.

I spun around to see a raksha with the head of a water buffalo twirling a pair of eyeballs around his head.

“Enchanted pair of eyes! Useful for seeing through all kinds of things,” he shouted. “Like deception and jars of wine. Or even”—he stopped and grinned—“a lovely apsara’s clothes.”

A group of men crowded the raksha. I moved past them and flicked my wrist. A night wind rattled through the bazaar, kicking up the silk skirts of tents and display tables and stealing the eyeballs straight out of the raksha’s hands and into my palm.

The raksha blinked. “What happened to it?”

“You lied to us!” yelled one male.

“THIEF!” roared the raksha.

I grinned, ducking beneath a silver rope strung with colored glass lanterns before disappearing into the crowd. Nritti hated the way some of the men and women of the Otherworld looked at her. Some women would lust after her. Some women would blame her for love unrequited. Some men would lust after her. Some men would blame her for love unrequited. And when everyone in this world had power, beauty could become a dangerous thing.

By the time I got to the apsaras’ dancing podium, a huge crowd had gathered. I watched as the apsaras soared through the air, silk trailing behind them. Each time they stamped their feet, the gunghroo bells around their ankles released tiny blooms of petals and gold dust. The crowd sighed. Tablas dropped low beats and the sky broke, sending golden flakes to rain down on the audience. They were near the final movement of the dance. Flutes and bells, horns and silvery voices grew louder in urgency, spinning a story to which the apsaras danced. A tale of kings vanquishing demons who wandered beyond their realm and invaded the mortal world in the dead of night. Nritti had mentioned that tonight’s performance would be held in honor of the human prince. Maybe the song was about him and his deeds. I spotted an opening near the back of the crowd and edged closer. I couldn’t stay for the finale, but I always tried to see Nritti’s dance before I set up the vendor stall of dream fruit.

From the sudden intakes of breath, I knew that Nritti had taken over the stage. She leapt into the air, soaring above the others. The light clung to her, and her steps echoed in the very vaults of the heavens.

Here was why they called her the Jewel of the Heavens.

When Nritti danced, the world felt too small. Spectators leaned out, crowding themselves elbow to elbow to watch her. Except one. Seated at the front of the stage and flanked in an ivory throne carved of clouds, sat a young man. His crown was mortal-made, for it did not gleam with Otherworld jewels and even his finest silks were not as resplendent as the most common of our garb for it did not contain a single thread of moonlight. In profile, he was handsome. When he turned his head, he was shockingly beautiful. Even Nritti—who had walked past the god of love himself without a second glance—could not keep her eyes off of him and he, even though he was not looking at her, seemed to tilt toward the sound of her. His whole body seemed shaped to the light she cast. It was only when he turned his head to face the crowd that I saw why he didn’t bother to look at her:

He was blind.

*   *   *

“… I asked him twice about the talon marks down his back,” said a harried yakshini. She had a long multicolored beak and bright gold hair that ruffled furiously about her face. “And do you know what he said?”

I faked a grin. Sometimes I’d get customers who considered purchasing a dream fruit little more than telling someone all about their horrific day. This was one of those occasions. The line had been long at first, but once this yakshini had gotten in line, half the beings behind her had dwindled. The other half were either smiling smugly—probably thinking of how to leverage the long wait time into their haggling methods—and the other half were one word away from leaving. I wanted to scream. This woman was jeopardizing my ability to empty out the Night Bazaar of its sari collection.

“No, I don’t. But I do think that you’ve paid generously for a dream fruit. Perhaps even two!”

She cocked her head to one side. “Two?”

“Yes.”

I shoved the fruit into her arms.

“One for you and one for your mate,” I said loudly and quickly. “Nothing makes a couple stay together more than mutual dreams.”

“I suppose so,” she said, gathering the fruit. “Thank you.”

“Thank you.”

I did not say: Please come again soon.

The next person in line was a handsome asura. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with glinting eyes that glinted green as the jungle in one moment and blue as the sea in the next.

“That line was horrifically long, but had I known that a thing as lovely as you waited on the other side, I wouldn’t have complained.”

A thing. I suppressed a recoil.

“I am sorry about the wait.”

“I could wait forever.”

Please stop talking.

“But compensation is necessary. My time is precious. I’m a king, you know.”

So are half the people here.

“What do you want?”

“Three dream fruit.”

“For the price of what?” I asked, bristling.

“Oh no, beauty. I’m not paying. This is compensation. I can guarantee you that just by standing here in your line and letting my presence be felt, I’ve increased the size of your customers.”

Or chased away a third.

“That’s out of the question.”

“Forget the dream fruit then,” said the asura. He leaned forward, bracing his elbows against the table. “Let us talk about what I may offer you.”

“Remove yourself.”

“You know what I find interesting?” he said, reaching for my hand.

I yanked it back.

“Half the people here always think that you summon demons to your side. How would you like to prove those rumors true, beauty?” He smiled. “What do you do all day? Tend to your dream orchard and wait on nightfall? Surely, you would prefer my company to all those lonesome trees?”

“I would prefer the company of feral tigers with foul breath and a lightning bolt for a tail instead of you. Get out. You’re not interested in these wares. And I am certainly not interested in yours.”

“Oh, dear Night. So delicate. So lonely. So unfamiliar with the ways of demons and men. Let me teach you. You are wrong, you know. I am interested in your wares,” he said, grinning. “Just not the fruit.”

“You’re interested in my wares?” I asked, tilting my head. I smiled, looking at him through the veil of my lashes. Light skittered over my skin, as if my fury had piqued the stars’ interest.

He was hardly a hand span away from my face. Up close, his eyes were pond swill. His breath reeked of blood. “You see, no one else would ever want you. You spend so much time in that human world, you might as well be one. Who would ever pair themselves with something so sullied? No husband would share your bed for fear that you may bring demons upon him when he sleeps. But me? I’m different. I would touch you. Only I could ever bear to touch you.”

Wrong, I thought. An image of the Dharma Raja bloomed in my mind. He was at my side, a cold smile and poor flattery on his lips. I raised my hand to the asura. White light winked in my palm.

“Could you truly suffer my touch? Me and all my delicate, lonesome, cursed weakness?”

“Yes,” he said hungrily.

“How selfless of you.” I brought my palm to his skin. His eyes widened, ringed round with white. My arm tensed in the struggle, the star-spangled and black velvet of my skin twitching in restraint. I could burn you, I thought. But that wouldn’t bode well for my reputation. Still, I kept him there and for a terrible moment, the knowledge that I could burn him to a stunted pair of horns rushed through me in a delicious wave.

“The stars are rather delicate, aren’t they?” I whispered low in his ear. He was sweating now. The air had the metallic tang of flesh collapsing under heat. “Do you forget that I wear the stories of the world on my skin? I don’t care that demons take advantage of my hours to kill and plunder. That is not my concern. You are too small for me, little monster. I keep time aloft. I keep the promise of tomorrow. And you are nothing.”

He broke away, gasping. A ghostly imprint of my hand spanned across his cheek. Glittering bits of stars clung to his singed eyelashes and burnt ear.

“Monster,” he hissed.

I grinned. “Only at night.”

He ran.

“I’ll be back tomorrow if you want some more!” I hollered after him.

The line went quickly after that. A few of the customers rushed through their orders. Eager to get away from me perhaps. The last person in line slithered forward, sinuous and languid. Small gems sparkled off her serpent tail. Dramatically, she flung back her cobra hood. Then again, she did everything dramatically. Uloopi, the princess of the Nagas, braced her elbows on the table and winked at me.

“I see you’ve been making friends,” she said, nodding in the direction where the asura had disappeared. Uloopi grinned.

The first time I opened the stand for dream fruit, no one came. No one wanted to pay the price with their own stories and secrets. And yet they all wanted to dream. Uloopi was the first to slither toward the stall. She had promptly scattered all the passersby who refused to purchase anything and loudly proclaimed: “Finally. I’ve been waiting to tell someone all the sordid details of my life.” Most of her sordid details were other people’s gossip, but I reveled in it anyway. Every day since, Uloopi left her subterranean palace to wander through the Night Bazaar, criticize every person’s outfit, reluctantly tell me her secrets and eagerly tell me other people’s, and buy a dream fruit.

“Are you going to Teej?” I asked.

She shuddered. “What would I want with an immortal consort? They live far too long for my taste.”

“You prefer human princes.”

“Always.”

“It doesn’t hurt to love them?”

She looked at me sharply and then her gaze darted to something behind me. “Of course it does. But I’d rather feel that pain than nothing at all. That is always the problem with immortality, is it not? That one day we will outlive our love of life.”

“You may find someone who makes you feel otherwise.”

Uloopi waved a disinterested hand. “That day has yet to come.”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me all about it when it does.”

“If I do, I want your whole supply of dream fruit.”

“Deal.”

“Excellent,” said Uloopi. She raised one slim eyebrow. “Want some gossip?”

“Absolutely not!” I fluttered my hand to my neck before leaning over the counter. “Why? Who’s it about?”

Uloopi laughed. “Did you see that man who grew three other heads last week?”

“I think I’d remember if I saw that.”

“Well, I heard that it’s because he wanted to keep a couple extra eyes on his wife. Honestly, if you want to keep your wife, is your head the thing you should be investing in?”

I swatted her. “Blasphemy.”

She held out her hand: “Dream fruit, please. Or I’ll tattle on you to Nritti.”

“You know you don’t get any dream fruit until you tell me something about yourself. And besides, Nritti wouldn’t believe you.”

“A serpent tail was not the only thing I inherited from snakes, you know. I have hypnotic eyes.”

“That’s just myth.”

“Am I a myth so soon? You’re making me feel ancient. Only thing noteworthy today was that I’ve nearly perfected a resurrection jewel.”

“That sounds useful considering you can’t die.”

“I wanted to see if I could make the impossible and as usual I outdid myself.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Is that exciting enough for you? We can’t all have absurd and tragic tales like the Shadow Wife.”

“Who’s that?”

Uloopi rolled her eyes. “Don’t you know anything?”

“I spend most of my time outside of the heavens and in the human world. I don’t get much gossip.”

Uloopi huffed, which I took as tacit acceptance that she thought I had a point.

“The last scandal I remember was when the Lady Saranyu, the wife of the Sun god, decided she could no longer stand the brilliance of her husband. So she ran away and left her shadow, the Lady Chayya, in her place.”

“He didn’t notice?”

“Of course not! They were twin images of one another.”

“But they were different people?”

Uloopi’s gaze turned sly. “Of course! But men can be fools. And so it was not the Sun god who discovered the deception, but the child that the Lady Saranyu had left behind. The Shadow Wife bore her own children from the Sun god. And she favored them above Lady Saranyu’s child.”

“What happened?”

Uloopi’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “The child knew and told the Sun god. He was furious and went out into the world to bring back the Lady Saranyu.”

“And the child?”

“Cursed by the Shadow Wife.”

“With what?”

“My friend, that is the question. No one knows.”

“What happened to the Sun god?”

“He ended up with two wives.”

I shook my head. “And the child?”

“I have no mind to ask him how he’s faring since that incident.”

“It’s a boy? Who—”

Uloopi jumped back, smiling. “Ah! Look who it is. The Jewel of the Heavens.”

Nritti floated down from the air and sank into a graceful curtsy. “I’ve come to pay my respects to the Terror of the Deep.”

“Is that what they call me?” asked Uloopi, her brows creasing. She smiled. “I love it.”

“Of course you do, monster.”

Uloopi stuck her tongue out. I tossed her a dream fruit, and she caught it with one hand. Nritti summoned a cloud and fell back into it like it was a bed, while Uloopi settled into her emerald coils. I leaned against the table where I’d sold night fruit and surveyed the Night Bazaar. The three of us went through the same ritual at the end of every day. We’d huddle together, watch the beings, and recite all the things about our day that had gone right and wrong.

Nritti took a deep breath. “Something happened today.”

“The blind princeling,” Uloopi said, not taking her eyes off the sky. She had an obsession with the sky, perhaps because she saw so little of it in her sea palace.

“What’s his name?” I asked.

“Vanaj,” she said. Sighed, rather. She exhaled his name like it was something precious and teased out of her.

I narrowed my eyes. “Did you have anything to drink?”

In answer, she swatted my arm. “No. We talked for a long time.”

“Talked. That’s a modest euphemism,” said Uloopi. “And for a long time you say? My, my.”

“Don’t be crude.”

“Too late for that.” I smiled. She seemed happy, and my heart welled in happiness for her. Nritti was kind and giving. She deserved joy. “You seem smitten.”

“Perhaps a little.”

“I’m sure he feels the same.”

She smiled. “I hope so.”

Uloopi spent the next hour mercilessly teasing Nritti, while I tried not to laugh. I kept fighting the urge to tell them about the Dharma Raja. But I was still in disbelief. And part of me didn’t want to part with this secret. I didn’t want it prized apart and examined under Uloopi’s harsh humor, or poked and prodded by Nritti’s questioning. So I kept silent.

When a new day lightened the sky, we stood up and made our way to the edge of the Night Bazaar. The market had already begun to shift and gather itself for the next day. Tents turned transparent as glass before spiraling into pillars. Golden motes of pollen fell through the air and landed on the discarded and the spent. Broken jewelry clasps, silk cones full of half-eaten iced fruit, trampled shatranj pieces and bits of paper with predictions of true love. No sooner had the golden dust touched them, and then they disappeared into the ether.

“I met someone too,” I said, so softly that neither Uloopi nor Nritti heard.

The words still felt unfamiliar and impossible on my tongue. I wanted to savor the sound of them, each word a bright candy for me alone. I knew they’d be supportive and teasing, loving in their own way.

But I wanted to keep the secret of him close.
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DEATH

Yesterday

In Naraka, the mirrors gloated. Behind their silver faces, cities spied on me just as I spied on them. I wondered what they thought of this pacing mess of a king. From the corner of my eye, I could have sworn that I saw a tree quivering with laughter. Even the palace, which was usually restrained in its mischief, taunted me, and voices from a hundred directions whistled smugly:

Is the Dharma Raja nervous?

I ignored them and tipped backward just as an onyx throne spiraled from the ground to catch me. Leaning back, I squinted up at the glittering mirrors. In the smudgy darkness of the palace, they looked like shards of stars.

The sight of the Teej podium had unsettled me. I could not forget the scent clinging to those lotus blooms, the way a specific desire had been fitted to every gap within me. Every time I closed my eyes, I thought I caught the perfume of the companion in my dreams. A girl who smelled like night-blooming flowers and silver on roses. I needed to meet her. And yet, a part of me couldn’t stomach the thought. A word echoed in my thoughts: cursed, cursed, cursed.

I had to be careful not to love her.

“Hungry?” called Gupta.

He was whistling as he walked toward me, carrying a silver platter full of the strangest fruit I’d ever seen. It was night-black; each inky slice looked flecked with stars. A curious smell filled the air, like a dream that had ended at the best part.

“Where did you find this?” I asked. I didn’t want to take a bite. I already felt unfulfilled as it is.

“You should really read my reports.”

“Not in this life.”

He rolled his eyes. “They’re dream fruit. Created by Night herself.”

“What’s her name again?”

I’d never seen her in the courts of the heavens, but that was because she spent so much of her existence in the human world. I had heard her name before on the lips of the dead and dying. They thought she heralded me. Ridiculous. No one could summon me.

“Oh, many … Kalindi, Yamini, Syamala … surely you’ve heard of her?”

“In passing.”

“Met her?”

“No.”

This, for whatever reason, seemed to be the correct answer to Gupta. He drummed his ink-stained fingers against his arm.

“Rather intriguing guardian. When the day is gone and the night descends to take her place, many people in all the realms consider it a time that belongs to the demons and the dead. And you, naturally. Some perceive her as something of an ill omen.”

I smiled to myself. I knew that feeling of never walking somewhere without a thread of fear unspooling in every living being. Where the shadow of you fell like a veil over every conversation and every interaction. I enjoyed it entirely. No reason to waste a single word on etiquette. It was considered merciful not to speak and thoughtful to avoid, essentially, everyone.

“I imagine she must revel in it,” I said.

“Quite the contrary,” Gupta said. He tossed a slice of fruit in the air to catch it with his teeth. It bounced off his mouth and fell to the ground. “Nooo … that was the last piece.”

“So get more.”

He flailed an arm at the fallen slice. If it were me, I would’ve immediately swiped it off the ground. Actually, if it were me, it would have never fallen in the first place. But Gupta had a deep fear of dirt.

“Can’t,” he grumbled. “She grows them and extracts quite the strange price for one. I had to steal this one.”

“What does she demand in return?”

“She asks them to tell her stories about their day. She asks them to tell her things that no one else knows about them. And if they’re recurring customers, she asks about the dream they purchased.”

A strange feeling prickled in my chest. “Do they remember the dreams she gives them?”

Gupta looked surprised. “No. I don’t think so. But why does that matter?”

“Perhaps she wants to give them dreams they remember.”

“But then it’s not really a dream,” said Gupta.

“Exactly. Then it becomes something else. Something that guides you.”

“I think she just wants to follow up on the quality of her merchandise,” said Gupta dismissively.

“No,” I said softly. “She wants recognition.”

I stared at the fallen piece of fruit on the floor. Even from where I stood, I could sense the cold of it. How it glistened and lulled. Simple, but beautiful magic. No one ever did anything new in the Otherworld. Too often, it was a place of staid contentment. But this gem of a fruit looked like restlessness. Curiosity flared through me.

“She’s quite beautiful too,” said Gupta. “Albeit, not in the traditional sense.”

I shrugged. Beauty meant little to me. Silken hair, clear skin, arresting eyes? I could manufacture all those things and more in the reincarnation pool. Traits like cleverness and creativity? Those could not be made. The longer I sat there, thinking of this guardian I had never met, I realized something strange. I wanted to meet her.

“Is she…” I stopped and tried again. “That is to say, would she even—”

“No consort, but not for lack of interest from others. She went to Teej once, from what I gather. Although the acacia trees near where she dances say that she has no desire to attend Teej ever again. It was quite the point of contention between her and her friend.”

I eyed Gupta a little more sharply. “You had that answer on hand.”

He snorted. “I have most answers on hand. I am the scribe, after all.”

I grinned. Problem solved.

“I have decided. She should be my queen.”

Gupta stared at me and then laughed. “Her?”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“There’s nothing wrong with her. In what world do you imagine she would have you?”

I frowned. “What’s wrong with me?”

Gupta considered this. “Nothing so repulsive.”

“Thank you for that winning endorsement.”

“You are a little arrogant. And sometimes moody and broody, which are such uninspired traits for the Lord of the Dead. And you are obsessed with tinkering with things. Plus, you’re quite blunt. You probably have no idea how to speak to a woman.”

“Of course I know how to speak to a woman.”

Gupta raised his eyebrows. “Do you wish to meet her?”

“Not wish,” I said, heaving to my feet. The onyx chair swiveled and disappeared. “Will meet her.”

“And say what?”

“That I think she would make an excellent consort. I want a companion. She wants recognition. It’s a victory for us both and sound reasoning too.”

I started walking toward the door when Gupta jogged up to me. “That will be your opening statement? You need to make a good impression. Bees are drawn to flowers, not rocks, for a reason. And that is a ridiculous number of assumptions about someone you don’t even know.”

I stopped short. He was, as much as I hated it, correct.

“I pray that these next words never cross my lips again.”

Gupta cupped his hand to his ear and grinned like a fool. “Do go on.”

“… teach me.”

*   *   *

One more example of how to describe someone’s eyes and I would destroy someone.

“You want to give off an air of refined elegance,” said Gupta. He was gliding to and fro across the mirror-paneled hall. I leaned against the wall and tried not to glower. “You want to be coy but not so reclusive. And you want to be inviting without being too available.”

“I hate this.”

“Last time we’ll practice,” said Gupta. For his own sake, he better be right. “Now. Pretend I’m her.”

He disappeared behind a corner. A thick brume of ink rose up from the floor in Gupta’s impersonation of night. Tiny lights poked holes in the mist. Were those supposed to be stars? And then. Singing. Gupta ran into the hall flailing his arms over his head. Then, he twirled in a circle:

“I am a beautiful maiden!” he trilled in a high-pitched voice.

Please stop.

Gupta stopped spiraling in manic circles when he saw me, and clasped a hand to his chest. “Who are you?”

“It is I … the Dharma Raja…”

“And what do you want, handsome man?”

I glared, but Gupta remained in character and blinked furiously. There were times I wondered what dying was like. This was one of those times. Except I wanted to die out of necessity. Not curiosity.

“I was captivated by your beauty,” I deadpanned.

Gupta—curses upon him—ran his hand through a false pile of hair that was more or less a strategically placed ink blot. “What beauty?”

“You look like a”—nightmare, my mind supplied—“dream.”

The shadows and ink vanished and Gupta clapped. “That wasn’t so miserable, was it?”

“You made me resent immortality.”

“Now you have a place to start in your conversation. And you owe it all to me,” he said, grinning. “Now go.”

“You do not need to tell me twice.”

*   *   *

When I saw her, the world ceased to exist beyond where she danced. I forgot Gupta’s lessons. I forgot why I stood there. I forgot what I wanted. I even forgot the curse the Shadow Wife had placed on me all those years ago.

Night’s dance thrummed with purpose. Her grace sharpened into a lathe, and with it she sculpted the promise of tomorrow from nothing but shadows. She was potential incarnate. When she shaped shadows to every sleep-creased fold in the earth, she was balancing time, wiping slates clean, allowing any beginning to take shape. When she frosted night over the world, dawn whispered the lyrics of every tomorrow: here is a thing not yet started, here is a thing of magic. My own halfhearted attempts of invention paled before her. She was the beginning of all ideas.

And before her, I was humbled.

*   *   *

Her laughter was still ringing in my ears when I arrived back to the palace. Gupta was meditating upside down and cracked open an eye when he saw me.

“Oh no,” he said, paling. “Not a single insult? My sherwani jacket is practically around my head.”

“I can see that.”

My hounds ran up to me, snuffling my palms with bemused expressions. I scratched their ears absentmindedly.

“What did she do to you?”

She had laughed at me. And made me laugh at myself. And she had been freely honest. People always threw their honesty and last secrets at me, as if by expelling them in a dying breath, they could shorten their time in the less savory parts of my kingdom. But she had given her honesty without expectation. And her honesty was a gift.

“How did the introductions go? Was she adequately wooed and smitten courtesy of yours truly?” asked Gupta.

“She hated every word your ‘expert tutelage’ forced me to say.”

Gupta gasped, and his eyes narrowed. “Impossible!”

“She is.”

“Don’t take it personally. Women are hard to please,” he grumbled. “Especially beautiful ones.”

Beauty. I hadn’t thought much of it before. Beauty seemed too random, too flimsy to pin any true value to. Her features were lovely, but that wasn’t what made her memorable. Stars and constellations had knitted their way from her forehead to her toes. She wore the stories of the world as if every story had only ever been about her. And wasn’t that what beauty should be about? A rhythm of features and colors trying to be remarkable enough to earn a tale? If so, she had that in infinite quantities.

“What did you tell her?” asked Gupta, hopping from his upside-down perch.

“That I wanted to make her my queen.”

Gupta squeaked and tugged at his hair. “Where is the mystery in that, you fool? What did she say?”

I laughed, thinking of her response. Sharp tongue. Clever.

“She said no.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“But I thought…” started Gupta, before he frowned and tented his fingers. “Don’t despair, there’s always—”

“No,” I said. “If not her, then no one.”

“But she rejected you.”

“And she said I may see her tomorrow. And even court her.”

Gupta raised a skeptical brow. “Seems like you’ve met your match in cruelty.”

“I’m not cruel,” I said, waving a hand. I was pacing back and forth. How many hours until nightfall?

“There’s only two months until Teej. Even by your normal standards, you seem a little overconfident.”

“I think she’s far too ambitious to refuse my offer.”

Gupta muttered something that sounded a lot like “arrogant cow.” Then, with a flick of his wrist, a flurry of heavily inked parchment papers soared into his arms. “If that is what you wish, then how can I help?”

“First of all, never instruct me on the art of courtly coquettishness again.”

Gupta winced. “Noted.”

“Second. There’s something I want to give her.”

Gupta clasped his hands to his chin and made a strangled cooing sound. “Is it your heart?”

Cold prickled down my spine. And I heard the Shadow Wife’s taunts echoing in my thoughts: You should have learned from the beginning that when someone leaves, it is because nothing was valuable enough to make them stay. You were not enough. And with this curse, I bind your heart.

“Better than a heart,” I said tightly.

Before I left, she had asked for a garden unlike any in all the realms. She would have it.

I wandered through the room where I kept my small creations. On a shelf beside some discarded thoughts, a miniature glass garden caught the light. I had made it on the day I retrieved the soul of a celibate gardener. I had to decide whether he should be reborn as a vivid, but short-lived rose, always pressed to the bosom of the queen he had chastely loved. Or if I should make him into a king, someone who would marry the queen he had loved when she too was reincarnated into a new form. There was something about the garden that reminded me of Night. The way hope grew in every crystal blade, unsure of what it would be next. This would be my starting point. But I could make the garden larger. Grander. Something filled with translucence and light, crystal roses and quartz lilies, emerald ivy and moonstone jasmine vines. Things that were themselves even as they took on the reflection of the world around them.

Like her.

When I was nearly finished, Gupta called out to me. And I knew from his face what it meant:

Dusk was about to fall.

“Do you have your gift?”

“Yes.”

“What about your sherwani jacket?”

“What about it?”

He looked appalled. “That’s the same one you were wearing this morning.”

“It will be fine.”

“I would notice if someone courting me was wearing the same jacket.”

“Hence, why no one is courting you.”

The grove where she danced stood next to the Chakara Forest, where the human and magical world had somehow woven together. Here, small gray birds fed off the moonlight and chirped remnants of children’s dreams. It was a popular haunt of gentle rakshas, those demons who preferred to disguise themselves as boulders for years upon years rather than participate in the blood sport of their brethren. And it was here where Night’s orchard of dream fruit sprouted cold fruit and silver limbs. The more I thought about seeing her, the more something within me gathered into a tight knot.

In the clearing where I had first seen her, I let go of that clamoring sensation in my chest and opened my palms. Tiny glass seedlings drifted and swirled into the ground. Translucent roots expanded into tessellations. Before my eyes, the glass garden grew:

Thick ashwagandha shrubs, orchids with pale quartz petals, arrowheads fat as palms and bright as topaz. There were jasmine vines with pearl buds, water lilies with diamond petals. Nilofars and lotuses. Beneath the sunset sky, the glass garden transformed into a grove of lush flames.

Behind me, I heard a fierce intake of breath.

I turned around, and there she was. Livid as the sunset. Red and gold streaked across her skin. Her hair was tied back in a loose braid. Mirth filled her eyes even before she smiled and I found myself hungering for the sound of her laugh.

“You asked for a garden unlike any in all the realms.”

“You listen well,” she said. She touched each flower reverently and I knew, with a sudden surge of pride, that she liked what I had made. Crouching to her feet, she held her arm to a glass lotus that resembled her flaming skin. “A garden to match me.”

“Yes,” I said. “For a guardian unlike any in all the realms.”

She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a far better compliment than your last attempt.”

Lowly painter. I shuddered and inwardly cursed Gupta. “I relieved my instructor of his duties.”

“Ah, see. There is your problem. You consulted a man.” She laughed. And I wanted to catch the sound and play it forever. “You should have asked a woman.”

“Then I shall make amends now. What should I have said to you?”

She shrugged. I couldn’t tell whether the faint scarlet bloom across her cheeks belonged to a blush or the sunset. “The truth. What was the first thing you thought when you saw me?”

When I first saw her, I remembered how the sky crouched low over the world, its black belly swollen on thunderstorms and stars. And when I saw her dancing, I remembered the edge of a cloud sliding across her neck. I remembered the ghost-pale cut of its silhouette before it disappeared beneath the fall of her hair.

“I thought you looked like edges and thunderstorms.”

“Should I be flattered?”

“Be anything you want. But I would not have you any other way.”

The sky leaned a little further to the call of night. The red of her skin faded to a dull plum. That brilliant incandescence of the flame-filled sky softened. She looked away and when she looked back, something like mischief sparked in her eyes.

“I was thinking of you.”

“How flattering.”

“I was thinking of your stubborn desire to court me despite inevitable rejection.”

“Less flattering.”

“But mostly I was thinking of how I don’t know you.”

“What do you want to know?”

“I’m glad you asked.”

With a small wave of her hand, a richly patterned rug sprawled across the grove. Silk pillows landed with soft thumps onto the covering. The black and white tiles of a shatranj board caught the light and small onyx and alabaster figurines hopped into their respective places.

She seated herself at one end of the game and gestured for me to sit. “For every move I make, you must answer a question.”

Before she could reach for a piece, I flicked my wrist and a wave of shadows rose out of the ground, swallowing up the board. “If you want to know me, then I want to know you too. We are equals. If you may ask a question, so may I.”

She rolled her eyes. “Must you be so dramatic?”

“Is that your first question?”

“You could answer out of the kindness of your heart.”

“I’m not known for kindness.”

She laughed. “Then here is my question. How did you make my garden?”

I liked the way she called the garden hers. “How did you know I made it?”

“My question. Not yours.”

“I took whatever rain slicked each of those flowers and froze the impressions to look like glass. I took every color from dusk and dawn and midnight. I poured hope in every flower, though I must confess that the hope originally belonged to a gardener of an ancient kingdom. He was in love with the queen who spoke to him only three times in his whole life. And yet he hoped that she would know that each bloom and their beauty was for her alone. His hope never wavered,” I said. “That is why this garden of yours will never break.”

Her lips formed a soft O, and she glanced back at the garden as if seeing it with new eyes. “A rather huge undertaking for someone who told you they won’t have you.”

“Do you like it?”

“I love it,” she said fiercely.

“Then I don’t consider it an undertaking at all. Now. My turn. What do you think of when you dance night into the world?”

She kept her eyes on the board, evaluating her next move. “I could refuse to answer since you already asked a question.”

“You could answer out of the kindness of your heart.”

“Like you, I am not known for kindness,” she said. “But I am known for vanity about my own importance, and your question appeals to that.” I bit back a smile as she braced her elbows on her knees and tapped her lips. “When I dance, I think of … stories. I can’t read any of the tales written in stars and inked across my skin. But I think about how we retell them a thousand times over. And when I dance, it’s like pouring ink over a thousand tomes and letting people start anew.”

“Retelling them,” I repeated slowly. “I understand that. Every day I decide a story.”

I told her about the Tapestry. I told her how a single death could change the outcome of a hundred lives. That duty—to move between the fixed and fated moments—weighed on me, but there was more than just sacred purpose in the responsibility. I didn’t have to walk along mortals to know the weight of their dreams, and even though they did not know what they entrusted to me, I was still honored with the task. When I finished talking, she eyed me like she knew a secret.

“I hadn’t realized we were both creators.”

I laughed. “I am no creator.”

“Are you so certain?” she asked, tilting her head. Violet bloomed around her neck, and for the first time I had no wish to see night. I wanted to stay in these stolen hours between sunset and true dusk. “You created this beautiful garden. You create a new tale with every ending. That sounds like the role of a creator to me.”

I had never thought of it that way. There was something freeing in the way she spoke, the possibility of it all. I envied her. If I stood by her side, how different would the world look? Between us, the shatranj board lay forgotten. Faint stars bloomed across the dusky purple of her arm. She followed my gaze and frowned.

“I have to go now,” she said. Perhaps I was deluding myself, but she sounded reluctant.

“This has been … enlightening.”

“That’s quite the opposite of what I do,” she said, gesturing at the darkening length of her body. I tried to look away from her, but my sight kept snagging on the way her full lips danced on the edge of a grin. Or how I’d never seen hair as dark as hers, lush and starless as an eclipse.

I dragged my eyes up to meet hers and found her stare questioning. Curious.

“Pity our game went unfinished, but I’ll take my leave of you,” I muttered quickly.

Her hand brushed against my arm. Her touch was cold and burning. Just as quickly, she withdrew her hand. But she stayed close.

“Tomorrow, I think Nritti will be keeping me company from sunset to dusk.”

“Who?”

“You don’t know her?”

“Should I?”

She seemed stunned by this. Nritti, as it turned out, was an apsara who had earned the nickname the Jewel of the Heavens. They were friends.

“I see. Then I suppose—”

“Come at night,” she said, the words spilling from her.

“I knew you’d want to see me again.”

She leaned closer, placing a cold hand against my chest. My heart raced. She brought her lips to my ear:

“Or perhaps I just want my other presents,” she said. “If you remember, I did ask for the moon for my throne and stars to wear in my hair.”

She drew away, but did nothing to increase the distance between us. Mischief flickered in her eyes. Cruel queen, indeed.

“I have not forgotten a single word that has passed your lips.”

“Is that so?” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad my words were memorable.”

I reached out, my thumb just barely grazing her lip. She stilled as I bent my head to her ear:

“It wasn’t the words.”

*   *   *

When I left, I left with the taste of her laughter and the sound of her thoughts. I left with the scent of her hair clinging to my skin. I left imagining the world seen through her eyes. A world of stories folded quietly between stars, where the ink of night poured star-touched dreams into the world and whispered to the earth of all the things it could be the next day.

When I left, I understood a shard of human grief. Not the pining or the despair. But that bone-deep craving to spend a moment longer with someone.
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NIGHT

I would not have you any other way.

Above me, the sky was on fire. The sun’s last rays illuminated the land, but the light stretched thin and haggard. I hugged my bright red knees to my chest. I glanced hopefully at my skin, searching for a telltale stain of blue. Nothing. I sighed. There were still hours left until nightfall. I walked to the glass garden right outside my grove and sat in the middle of its wonder. Around me, flat flames burned inside the translucent petals. Light crested off crystal buds, dancing from flower to flower before breaking on the inside of a garnet lotus. When the light broke, all I could think of was how every piece of this garden had been crafted from a shard of hope. A gardener long dead had hoped that someone he loved would see how every blossom and beauty was for her alone. And the Dharma Raja had remade that. For me. Hope—that colorless light—snuck into the fissures of my thoughts and bloomed. But what that hope wanted to grow into, I couldn’t quite name.

“I have so much to tell you!” hollered a voice from outside the grove.

I leapt to my feet in time to see Nritti gliding toward me. She stopped short at the sight of the glass garden.

“What is that?” she asked, frowning.

“A gift.”

“From who?”

“Not important.”

“Tell me.”

“You’re the one who ran—”

“Flew,” she corrected.

“Flew into my grove about having so much to tell me. You first.”

I still wasn’t sure whether I would tell her about the Dharma Raja or not. I still wasn’t sure what it meant. The garden was a beautiful and thoughtful present, but it wasn’t a vow. And I wouldn’t marry without love. And it’s not like I loved him. I hardly knew him.

Having sufficiently talked myself out of revealing anything, I fixed Nritti with an expectant stare.

“I saw Vanaj yesterday,” she said.

The blind princeling. I nodded.

“He is like … a cold winter breeze when you need it the most on a summer night.”

“Did you tell him that?” I cringed. “If I were Vanaj, I’d wish I was deaf instead.”

Nritti smacked my arm. “I am sharing my emotions!”

“Could you do it without bad metaphor?”

She exhaled. “I like him. He is sweet. Kind. Funny. He listens to me the way no one else has.” Nritti darted a glance to me. “Well. Not no one.”

“I understand that,” I said softly. “I’m happy for you, sister.”

“I thought … I thought maybe you wouldn’t be.”

“Why?”

“Because then we’ll spend less time together and I know that it can be too quiet for you here, by yourself. And what if you’re in the Night Bazaar and I’m not there? Who is going to decipher your foul sense of humor?”

I smiled even though her words stung. “Don’t worry about me. Less time together isn’t no time at all. And besides, we have an infinite amount of time.”

I didn’t tell her the other thought weighing in my head. Vanaj was a mortal, with a mortal’s life span. Many kings lived until they were as old as eight hundred, but they always died in the end. No matter how much she loved him, they were already running out of time together.

Happiness turned her beauty from striking to transcendent. Whatever dying light was left in the sky rushed to illuminate her.

“Thank you,” she said, squeezing my hand. “Now, tell me about this person.”

I revealed as much as I could without giving away who he was—the game of shatranj, the ease of our conversations, even his beauty. And at the end, Nritti said nothing.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, sister,” she said quietly. “Sometimes we women are our own worst traps. Our hopes snatch us like quicksand. Our loneliness forges a cage. Sometimes all it takes is one sweet glance and kind word to make us forget ourselves. I just don’t want to see you trapped.”

I bit back any hurt. Perhaps she was right. What if what I felt was nothing more than all my collective loneliness rising up at the first sign of affection?

“You don’t trust him.”

“I don’t know him,” she said. “But it sounds as though you are starting to know him. You have to trust yourself above all. Even me. For your sake, I dearly hope I am wrong. I want nothing more than for you to be happy.”

We spent the rest of the sunset hours talking and watching the sky transform. It looked like any other day between us, but something else had crept into our thoughts. Longing. I could see it plainly in Nritti’s face and the way she kept worrying the ends of her sari and tugging at her braid.

“If you want to spend time with your Vanaj, then go.”

“First, he’s not my Vanaj.” She bit her lip. “And second, if I went to him, don’t you think I would seem too eager?”

I splashed water on her face and she sputtered angrily. I wished Uloopi was here to talk some sense into Nritti, but word had leaked about the resurrection stone she’d made and a handful of mortal demons were after the jewel. She had to come up with demon-proof security measures to safeguard her invention. Queen problems, Uloopi had said yesterday, before tossing her hair over her shoulder and slithering away. I’ll tell you all about them next time, my friend. In the meantime, keep that dream fruit ready for me.

“You’re like a bull fighting with its reflection,” I said to Nritti. “Stop getting in the way of your happiness. So what if it seems eager? Don’t you think he would feel just as eager to see you again? Besides, I’m sure he’s already infatuated with you.”

“You think so?”

“He must be. He’s blind, so your beauty is insignificant. And I can’t think of a single other trait left to recommend you, yet he managed to stay by your side for an entire evening. Thus, he must be in love with you.”

“You’re horrible,” she said, but she grinned widely as she smoothed down her hair and adjusted her skirts. “Will you be at the Night Bazaar later?”

I looked over my shoulder to the silver orchard. There wasn’t enough fruit to sell. Relief flickered inside me. For the first time, I wasn’t eager to run away from my grove.

“Probably tomorrow. I will give the world a rest from dealing with me.”

Nritti eyed me knowingly, but if she guessed my reluctance, she didn’t share it. When she stood, she walked to the glass garden and traced a petal delicately.

“Fine workmanship. Whoever he is, he has the eye of an artist.”

I smiled. “I think he’d be pleased to hear that.”

“Not an artist by trade?”

“No.”

“What does he do?” she asked. “I am assuming he is one of us.”

“He is. But his duty is … unique.”

“Unique enough to tempt you to attend Teej?”

Without answering her, we hugged and said our good-byes. Nritti ran. She turned from a silvery silhouette to a thread of shadow and then … nothing. Even though I knew in my heart that she was not running from me, I still felt like something left behind.

For as long as I had lived, I had always belonged to two worlds. My duties nourished the human world, and there I learned my dances. My life belonged to the Otherworld, and there I learned my duties. But I was Night. And it meant that I was forever a threshold, a space between past and present, yesterday and tomorrow.

If not content, I had at least grown accustomed to not quite belonging. I had Nritti. I had my grove and my garden. And I had tried, endlessly, to change the world around me. I had tried to make dream fruit that would last, tried to craft a story that would last beyond sleep, tried to influence the world. But nothing changed.

Many people thought that ghosts filled the night. They were wrong. True ghosts lay in people’s minds, in that space between curiosity and blindness. I didn’t want to be a ghost anymore. I didn’t want to haunt my own shadow. I wanted more.

But how?

The Dharma Raja’s proposal pushed to the front of my thoughts. At the thought of him, something in me softened. But Nritti’s words unfurled like a bed of thorns in my heart.

I just don’t want to see you trapped.

If there was anything I had learned from the Otherworld, it was that nothing was freely given. Everything demanded a price. And the truth was that I did not know what the Dharma Raja wanted from me. And when I discovered the price for all he offered, would I pay it just to have what I wanted?

I was still lost in those thoughts when I heard the trees creak and groan, as if they had sunk into bows. But of course they would. Every tree was mortal. And every mortal thing knew whose voice they would hear at the end:

“As you asked, I have brought you the moon for your throne.”

Warmth spread through my bones. The Dharma Raja stood tall and imposing, but not nearly bulky enough to conceal a whole throne. And he stood before me with his hands at his sides, relaxed and handsome.

“Have you?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “I hope I’ll fit in the seat.”

“Not quite a throne,” he allowed. “And it’s not here.”

“Where is it?”

“In the Chakara Forest. It was far too heavy to drag over here.”

“Too heavy? I didn’t realize the Dharma Raja had any weaknesses.”

I was only teasing, but when he looked at me, the taunt died in my throat. His gaze moved slowly from my lips to my eyes, and when he spoke it was from a place shadowed and unused. A place still feeling out its own existence.

“Only one.”

We walked side by side, leaving the grove behind until we had entered the Chakara Forest. I had wandered here many times. Few came here after dark. Even humans could taste the magic coating the air, the way it lifted your hair from the back of your neck and promised beautiful and terrible things. The trees sank into bows, brushing moon-silvered branches against the forest floor. Half-hidden in the loam, a woman’s sapphire necklace glinted a bruised blue. A dead bell chirped in a child’s rattle. A love letter printed on the underside of a leaf waved its secrets to the wind.

And standing in the middle of it all stood an imposing polished black mirror. My breath caught at the sight of its beauty. Carved alabaster and ivory framed the surface. Moon pale and just as magical. On the edges, small illustrations moved back and forth—a water buffalo ambling through still woods, a nagini diving into the depths of a watery castle.

“You made this?”

He nodded. An image flickered in my head, of the Dharma Raja alone in his cold kingdom, head bent and mind brimming with images he couldn’t wait to unlock from a block of stone. I thought of the other day when I had called him a creator, and the quiet wonder that had lit up his face.

“It’s beautiful. But—”

“—it’s not a throne,” he finished. “But it is, I think, what a throne for the moon should be like. The moon travels the world. And a throne should survey all the lands you touch and influence. You deserve no less.”

He brushed his fingers against the mirror, and the black reflection rippled.

“For someone draped in all the stories of the world, how much of it have you seen?”

Stars flickered against my skin, and I wondered whether they were listening to him, tilting a little farther out of the sky to hear the lustrous dark of his voice.

“Very little.”

His words grasped at a yearning I barely acknowledged. I didn’t want to tell him how dearly I wished to see the world in all its states. To see how the night transformed other cities and landscapes beyond my grove. Or the ocean. Or how much I wanted to see the true sun, and not some torn half of it.

“I thought so,” he said. “Where would you like to go? This will take us anywhere.”

“How did you come across something like this?”

“Hundreds of mirrors fill Naraka’s halls. You could see and visit any world and any city you wished.” A note of pride struck his voice. “In my kingdom, nothing is impossible.”

“I don’t think I’d like to live in a world with no impossibilities.”

He frowned. “Why not?”

“It strikes me as … uninspired. What property is left to dreamers when every idea has been tamed and conquered? What about the poet who dreams of embracing the night sky? It’s utterly impossible. And yet the thought of it sparks song and dance, poetry and philosophy.”

The Dharma Raja fell silent. “Then I hope I am wrong.”

“There’s always impossibilities in dreams. Dream more.”

He looked at me. “I’m beginning to.”

I reached out to trace the place where his fingers had graced the mirror. “Will you take me to see the ocean?”

“I know just the place,” he said. He held out his hand to me. “May I?”

Sparks of light danced down my spine. His thumb ran over my knuckles. Together, we stepped into the mirror. Black and cold. And then falling. My heart raced as a swoop and weightlessness feathered inside me. On instinct, I clung to him and his arms folded around me. Still, my heart raced.

A moment later, we stood along the shore. I caught my breath, dizzied from the sudden jolt of solidness beneath me.

“You were wrong,” he said.

“About what?”

“I have done the impossible,” he announced. “I have embraced the night sky.”

“You did no such thing.”

“Is that so?” he asked. His voice felt too close, and I realized that I hadn’t stepped out of the circle of his arms. It had felt too natural to lean against him. I looked up to see his brow arched, his lips tilting into a knowing grin. “Then what do you call this?”

I thought about the fall and how he had offered zero warning. I lifted my chin: “Opportunistic.”

A wolfish grin lit up his face. “You caught me.”

“Now who’s performing impossibilities?” I smirked. “Someone should write a story about me, for I have ensnared death himself.”

“Not ensnared,” he said, and his voice burned low in my ear. “Enchanted.”

“You’re getting far better at flattery.”

I stepped out of the circle of his arms and into the silky sand that hugged the ocean. When I turned to look at the water, I forgot everything. The ocean churned the constellations, rearranging a thousand tales in its ink-dark water. Water always had a calming effect on me. But standing before the ocean, I felt awed. The ocean stretched infinite, so that nothing but a delicate thread of land kept the sky and sea apart.

“What do you see?” asked the Dharma Raja.

I told him what I saw—ink and starlight, torn stories and new endings. And as I spoke, his obsidian eyes seemed to gleam in longing.

“I would give anything to see the world the way you do,” he said softly.

“And I would give anything to see the world as you do. You travel everywhere. Never tethered to one place or one allotted time.”

“True. But my eyes have squandered every sight I have been given,” he said, resentment deepening his voice. “I am trying to change how I see the world.”

“Are you following advice from the same instructor who taught you how to pay a compliment?” I asked, teasing. “If so, I might counsel you otherwise.”

“In truth, I think you have been my instructor in seeing the world differently,” he said. His fingers brushed against mine, just soft enough to be coincidence. “Lately, I have tried to summon wonder like a lens. But it does not come to me until I stand beside you.”

We walked along the shore. Water pooled around our ankles, and the shock of it was cold and welcoming. The Dharma Raja murmured something under his breath, and colorful glass diyas and white petals sprang up along the waves. Like wading through a festival.

“I envy you too,” I said suddenly. I couldn’t stop thinking of the legendary Tapestry in Naraka, an object where every mortal life possessed a thread and every life was held in fragile balance. “When a thread is frayed in a thousand directions, no one but you gets to decide which path to choose. Only your voice counts in that tale, and there is no story more potent than life.”

“So this is why you ask for your patrons to tell you about their dreams and their days. You wish to know whether the dream fruit you created made a difference?” I nodded, and the Dharma Raja murmured: “You want your voice to be heard. I understand.”

His words—simple and unfettered—rang in my ears. He understood. In the Otherworld, striving for things beyond what you were given was unreasonable. Even Nritti and Uloopi couldn’t fathom why I wanted so much.

I hadn’t realized, until now, how understanding could coax a small, shared world into existence. When I answered him, even my words felt new. Like they were spoken in a language birthed into being for this very moment.

“I believe you,” I said. And then, I gave away a secret. “Night resets the world. It is a blank page for a story to be writ upon. But I have no hand or voice in the matter. That is why I envy you.”

He stopped walking, and reached for my hand. “Is that what you want?”

His face bent to mine. This close, it was impossible to ignore the nocturnal beauty of him. This close, it was impossible to break his fathomless gaze.

“I do,” I said. “And now that I’ve told you what I want, it’s only fair for you to tell me what you want.”

“Fair?” He laughed. “No one is guaranteed fairness. Not in any life. And not by any god or goddess.”

“Fine,” I said, waving a dismissive hand. “Keep your secrets.”

I turned away just as his hand snaked out for my wrist.

“It’s no secret that I want you,” he said. He bowed his head to mine, and his eyes burned black. “Come with me. I will make you a queen among storytellers. I will give you a kingdom. A place full of mirrors where you can step into any world you please. With your perspective and my position, we could rewrite the world.”

I want you …

We could rewrite the world …

It was more than tempting. His offer sang to me. When he stood this close, my heart didn’t race. It slowed. As if my heart and mind had conspired to live in this moment forever.

“As your bride?”

“As my queen,” he said. “What can I offer? What can I give to persuade you?”

For one glittering moment, I wanted to press my lips to his. To taste all that he offered. But then I stepped away, and the moment between us broke.

“I will freely give away my opinions and perspective,” I said. “But I will not marry without love. Not for all the power in the world. Life, for us, is too long to live without it.”

“Love,” he repeated. He thought it over. A strange expression drifted over his face, as if he was remembering something.

“What do you have against it?”

“Nothing.”

“Have you been in love before?” I asked. The question had burned inside me ever since I met him. Had his heart already been bruised and that’s why he wouldn’t consider giving it away once more? Which forced another question in my head: did I want his heart?

“Never,” he said.

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that I can’t. I … just can’t.”

He dropped my wrist.

“If it’s my perspective and opinions that you want, I would give that to you freely,” I said. “As a friend.”

“I have no need for friends. I have enough of those.”

“You do? How many do you have?”

“One.”

I laughed, choosing to drop the subject. “Come, I want to walk farther along the shore.”

And just like that, his offer seemed swept away by the waves. Once more, we lapsed into conversation. He told me of the places he had seen in the mortal realm. Places where lush jungles pulsed and swallowed ancient temples and kingdoms with forgotten names. And I told him of the people I had met in the Otherworld. People who sold fantastical ornaments in the Night Bazaar and sung prophecies in reverse or got drunk on bottled lightning.

“There are people with curses too,” I said. “One apsara was cursed to lose her beauty for half her life for the next five hundred years. Her husband had to choose whether he wanted her beautiful by day or beautiful by night. It was said the right answer from him could break the curse.”

“What did he choose?”

“I’ll tell you, but I want to hear what you would pick if you were the husband.”

We walked in silence for a bit. In the distance I saw Airavata rise out of the ocean. The great white elephant trampled over the waves, his trunk working quickly with a needle and a gauzy mist. He was spinning fresh clouds for dawn. A tightness in my chest gathered and fell. It was nearly time for me to return.

“Whichever she wanted,” said the Dharma Raja.

“Why do you think that would break the curse?”

“You said that the right answer from the husband would break the curse. But we all know that true curses are broken from within, thus the answer from the husband must have been one that gave his wife the power. Not him.”

I smiled. “Most husbands would not have thought that.”

“I would not be like most husbands.”

“Pity you had not married the apsara.”

We continued along the shore. My thoughts turned to the apsara with her ruined face for day, and the resentment she carried for night. The curse would break, eventually, but five hundred years was enough time to lose whatever love she once had. Even if her husband had chosen right … would she still love him?

Around us, the ocean changed. At once, my limbs yearned to sleep, to fold myself up in the remnants of night until tomorrow. The Dharma Raja must have sensed my exhaustion because he placed his hand gently at my back and steered us once more toward the ivory mirror.

“I wish you would come away with me,” he said softly.

My smile turned drowsy. “Not without love. Although I will not say no to a whole host of presents until then.”

He laughed. “You’re exquisitely greedy.”

And then I was back in my grove. What was left of night looked like a flimsy sheath of ice upon a pool. And dawn chipped away at it with pink hunger. Slowly, slowly, sleep claimed me. I felt the cold of the Dharma Raja slipping from me. He was leaving. I reached for him then, taking his hand and holding it close as an oath. Exhaustion unraveled my thoughts. And I was glad, then, that I was too tired to speak. Because all I could think was how the last thing I wanted before sleep was his hand in mine.
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DEATH

She faded with the dawn. One moment, her hand in mine. The next moment, I held nothing. When I finally left the grove, the sun had devoured the last vestiges of night and drenched the whole sky a sticky rose gold. I walked away half full of glee and half full of hurt. The best was feeling the ghost of her touch. The worst was knowing she’d simply touched me from exhaustion.

And then, a mind-numbing idea entered my thoughts. I hadn’t had the chance to ask whether I could visit her tonight. Or what gift she might want. Unease filled me.

This was …

This was awful.

In Naraka, Gupta greeted me with a steaming cup of soma. I downed the goblet in one swallow. My hounds circled my feet, ears raised and muzzles hopeful for some evil soul to chew on for a year.

“Once more, I am empty-handed,” I said to them, holding up my palms. The hounds slinked away, annoyed.

“You sound pitiful,” said Gupta. He crossed his arms. “You look pitiful too.”

“She didn’t say if I could come back.”

I told him what had happened. Gupta stroked his chin. For reasons I can only assume were meant to heighten his cognitive madness, he hovered upside down with his feet crossed and jacket flapping about his ears.

“She never said anything like … until next time? Or later I will see you?”

“No.”

I was pacing. Why was I pacing? It hit me, then, that I was anxious. Like I was hungry but wouldn’t taste the food. Thirsty, but nothing would slake me.

Gupta righted himself and lightly tapped my forehead. I batted away his hand.

“What are you doing?”

“Experimenting.”

“Can you experiment on someone else’s forehead?”

“I could. But I won’t.”

Tap tap tap.

“Gupta. I realize you cannot die. But there are many ways to make—”

“You’re smitten,” he said. Matter of fact. As if he was remarking on the phase of the moon.

“You’re a fool.”

“So are you. Love has made a fool of you,” he said. And then he frowned. “There’s a poem somewhere in there, but I am miserable at structure and rhythm, so I will spare you my attempt.”

“How merciful,” I said, crossing my arms. “And I am not smitten. I simply like order in my universe. And there’s no order because I don’t know where I’m supposed to be this evening.”

“Just go back to whatever it is that you used to do during the evening.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but the words caught in my throat. For a moment, I struggled to remember what it was that I used to do during the evening. But when I closed my eyes, I only saw her face. Day and night. That was the difference she left within me. Every day after that had become a lesson in seeing.

Night fell. I waited. I didn’t know what I expected. A message? Some sign? A flock of eagles attacking me and dragging me to her? But maybe I waited too long. Because when I finally arrived at her grove, it was empty. Night had already been seamlessly sculpted into the land.

She was gone.

*   *   *

When I got back to Naraka, Gupta was dressed in a simple cotton-spun sherwani. He wore a pagri over his head, strangely molded so that it looked like he wore a pair of horns. And he was holding out a length of black silk to me.

“Where are you going?”

“Correction,” said Gupta. “Where are we going? Stop pining. Your beloved is probably in the Night Bazaar surrounded by every other anxious and amorous person. It’s a big day today.”

“What’s today?” I asked miserably.

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll take it upon myself to read you a bedtime story as one would to an infant who has fallen ill. We can start with The Way the Mountain Grows over a Handful of Centuries and move onto dissertations of the benefits of semiaquatic creatures guarding temple treasures. Once upon a—”

“Noooo.”

“Then put this on.”

I snatched the cloak from Gupta, tied it around my shoulders, and flung it over my head. The hood was enchanted, so I could see perfectly through the material. I found a blank mirror and grimaced. The top half of my face was obscured.

“You want me to enter the Night Bazaar like this? I look ridiculous.”

“You always complain about drawing attention to yourself.”

“Gupta. I have a hood covering my face. What part of this does not draw attention to myself?”

“The part where if your full face was showing not a single person would come near you. At least this way, they’re curious.”

“She won’t be there.”

“On the contrary, I expect she will. She’ll be curious. You see, there’s an interesting rumor floating around the Otherworld. It is said that this Teej, the Dharma Raja himself is seeking a consort from along the lineup of eligible demon maidens, nature spirits, goddesses, and guardians. And this marks the last full moon before Teej, so it’s bound to be full of people and celebrations, would-be lovers and betrothed couples.”

“Who. Spread. That. Rumor?”

Gupta tapped his chin and a thousand little ink blooms erupted behind him, shaping into tiny arrows that all pointed … to him.

“But I don’t want to look through a lineup of maidens, I only want her.”

“She doesn’t have to know that.”

“Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?”

“She’ll be intrigued. She’s used to expecting you every day. Every day you’ve gone there and professed your undying love—”

“I never said those words…”

“Fine, you bored holes into her eyes with an intense be-with-me-forever gaze.”

I said nothing, but I felt my jaw tighten.

“Naturally, she will grow accustomed to that! Where’s the excitement? The tension?”

A few moments later, we were walking through the Night Bazaar. Every avenue was crowded with people of all shapes and sizes. The Teej podium floated over the crowd, a gliding bird with impossible wings.

Gupta kept patting his makeshift horns. “Do these make my head look big?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent,” he said, smoothing his jacket. “I had to do my best to look unattractive. Difficult to do, you know. Can’t have men and women falling over themselves because of me.”

Above us, small golden lanterns careened to the center of the Night Bazaar. Music poured out from unseen instruments, and the rhythm was heady with wonder and yearning. Even Gupta had begun to bob his head to the beat. We walked closer to the sounds of dancing, the raucous cheering and countdowns. When a clearing appeared beneath the split sky, the Teej podium transformed into an unopened lotus bud. With one thunderous clap, the petals peeled back, revealing a golden stage filled with apsaras. The opening act before the dance of would-be lovers. I stifled a yawn, and kept looking.

Vendors crowded around the stage, hawking their wares before an entranced audience. Every time I looked around the room, something within me leapt eagerly. Was she here? A wisp of stars and smoke caught my eye. But it was nothing but iridescent serpent scales on a beautiful nagini woman. Across the room, I thought I saw the fall of impossibly black hair. But it was nothing but a ribbon of slow-moving shadows, eagerly wrapping themselves around whichever dancing couple most desired the privacy.

Beside me, Gupta inhaled sharply. I followed his gaze to the split sky above us. It was breaking. Rain. Rain from the side of day danced toward the ground like chips of amber only to transform into golden-throated birds. Rain from the side of night danced toward the ground like chips of opal only to transform into silver-tailed fish.

“The sky belongs to birds. The ocean belongs to fish. But love belongs to all,” said Gupta.

“Another horrific poem of yours?”

He pointed behind the stage, where the words stained a wall of ivy.

“This is nauseating. I’m leaving. She isn’t here anyway.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked, jerking his head to the floating podium.

The apsara dance had ended. A yakshini with sea-foam hair lifted her arms to wash the stage of its discarded rose petals and broken bells. Shunted to one corner of the stage stood a small onyx podium. Halved fruit spilled across the counter. Dream fruit. And there she was, pointed chin resting in a star-touched hand. Her hair thrown over one shoulder, twisted around with opals and jasmine. She was laughing. With a man. A human man, no less. A moment ago, the sight of her had crowded out my very thoughts. Now, the sight of her—with him—left me feeling strangely punctured. Like the air had gone solid and I could not possibly breathe it in. I watched them.

He was, I allowed, handsome.

But in his next life he could be a wild pig with a persistent gum disease. For one black second I tapped at my noose.

Gupta swatted my hand.

“Could you have a little faith in my self-restraint?”

He considered this. “No.”

And then, a shimmering apsara appeared beside her. Gupta’s mouth fell open. I jabbed him. He closed it. This must be Nritti, the Jewel of the Heavens. Her title was indisputable. Her skin was peerless, but it wasn’t drenched in night and scrawled in stars. Her eyes rivaled sapphires, but they didn’t shine with wonder or restlessness. Her lips would shame roses, but they didn’t tug into sly grins or tighten at the thought of something funny.

Her beauty made me ache.

But not for her.

Nritti reached for the princeling. The princeling reached for her. Music fell through the air. Golden-throated sparrows collapsed into dew. Silver-tailed fish shivered into feathers. I could breathe the air and it tasted like relief.

“A dance for lovers,” said Gupta, jabbing me with his elbow.

The princeling and Nritti whirled off and into the stage, leaving her alone. Alone with her chin perched in her palm, an arch smile stretching her lips. But I knew her smile. The details of it had somehow emblazoned itself into my bones so that I couldn’t smile myself without feeling the weight of her grin propping me up. The smile she wore now was only a memory of how a smile should look.

Gupta grumbled, and I was shoved forward.

“Move, fool.”

I moved. And when I walked to her, I certainly felt like a fool. A crowd watched as I cut a path to her. She hadn’t noticed yet. Her gaze was distant and unfocused. A comet’s tail left a trail of smoke across her shoulder. Today, she was dressed in all her finery. Thin rings of beaten gold and amber circled her wrist. A delicate chain of silver bells fell across her waist.

“Who is he?” whispered a naga.

His would-be mate shrugged, her cobra hood flaring out so she could gossip in privacy.

“Not a demon,” whispered an asura to the yakshini with sea-foam hair.

“Not a human,” she replied.

I felt the silk of the hood tickling my neck and drew a sigh of relief. In this way, at least, I was safe from their gaze. No line flanked her vendor stall, and yet she had returned to rearranging night fruit and sprucing up the plate of sample slices. When she felt my shadow across hers, she spoke without looking up:

“I’ve poisoned all the fruit, so think twice before you…”

She looked up and stared.

“Poisoned fruit?” I asked. “What a romantic thing to sell on this momentous occasion.”

A corner of her lips quirked into a grin. I felt it in my bones.

“I am certain there is at least one lover out there who will thank me.”

“The unfortunate thing is that I believe you. But if you did such a thing, then I would have to work on a holiday.”

“We can’t have that.”

Why did I thrill when she said we? I and you were thin, solitary words remade by her lips the moment she spoke we.

“No,” I said, savoring the next words, the unshaped wonder of them: “We can’t.”

She looked behind me, and the smile slid off her face. I followed her gaze to see a small crowd milling from the outskirts of the stage where couples leapt and danced.

“Dance with me,” she said. Commanded.

And I nodded dumbly. As if I could do anything else.

Her hand rested on my shoulder and my thoughts splintered at her touch.

“I almost didn’t recognize you with that hood on,” she said.

I spun her in a circle and a constellation slipped from her wrist to her elbow.

“I would have worn it the first time we met if I knew it would make you laugh.”

“It makes me laugh only because you look ridiculous,” she said. “And I can’t tell what you’re thinking or feeling when it covers your eyes.”

“Maybe I don’t want you to know. Maybe I am intentionally obscuring my feelings from view.”

She looked at me, her gaze suddenly hooded. At first, I thought she would speak. But instead, she sipped on her lower lip and turned from me. The music fell thick and honeyed around us. I spun her again. But she did not come back to me. She frowned, like she was remembering something.

“I thought I’d see you here, but perhaps not under so strange a disguise. They said the Dharma Raja was looking for a wife,” she said lightly. Too lightly. “I suppose my rejection has finally sunken in. Did you think I wouldn’t recognize you with a hood?”

“Those rumors were started by my advisor, Gupta.”

“The same one who taught you how to speak to a woman?”

“The very same.”

“That almost explains it.”

But there was still a frostiness to her voice.

“He started it because I came to see you in the grove and you weren’t there. Gupta thought you would be here. I only came here for you.” She fell quiet, but she looked up at me. Her expression, for one sliver of a moment, was unguarded hope. “Do you truly think I meant to disguise myself from you? That this hood would be enough to hide my identity?”

She crossed her arms.

“It only exposes your jaw and lips,” she said. “That’s hardly enough to recognize.”

“That’s implying there’s nothing memorable about the lower half of my face. My lips are certainly memorable.”

She moved closer. Or I moved closer. Or the music had grown so greedy that it ate away the distance between us.

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. Lightly. Mockingly. But there was something uneven in her tone.

The music made me bold. I slid my fingers into her hair. Her hair was cold silk against my palm. Her eyes fluttered shut. Then opened. And I knew what the unevenness in her voice had been: want.

“Would you like to?”

I waited for the moment of waiting, but it never came. Without answering, she tipped forward. Her fingers tapped a secret rhythm across the nape of my neck before she pulled me to her. Her lips met mine. No, not met. She was not capable of something so gentle. Her lips conquered mine. But I didn’t mourn my loss for long. I braided my fingers in her hair, fire edging my thoughts when she sighed against me.

In that strange lightlessness that belonged to closed eyes, I thought I could see inside myself. Whatever was inside me was no stage like the one upon which we danced. Kissed. What was inside me could not fit beneath the sky even though it was lit up by an inferno of stars. Her lips opened beneath mine. She tasted the way she looked—like wonder and cold, velvet shadows and hidden paths beneath too-dark woods. She tasted like the edge of imagination, like the shadows of a new idea, which chases away your thoughts and leaves you lost in dreams.

I was lost.

But as long as it was with her, I never wanted to be found.
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NIGHT

The kiss changed everything and nothing.

When we emerged from that strange stage, no one commented. No one saw. The whole world turned joyously selfish and curled inward. We left the Night Bazaar behind, hands entwined. We didn’t speak of Teej—mere weeks away—or what the kiss meant. We had torn a chunk of that enchanted silence from the stage and carried it within us like a talisman, something to ward off every worry.

“Will you come back tomorrow?”

“And the next day. And the day after that.”

I bit back a smile. “For how long?”

“As long as it takes.”

*   *   *

Every night, he visited me. And every night we walked to the moon-mirror throne, which was not quite a throne, but all that a throne should be, and got lost together. On the third night we walked through an enchanted desert where the mirages took on the forms of fantastical bodies of water—ice braided along a ravine, quartz-clear puddles shot through with small violet flowers. The mirage promised cold, clear water. But at a single touch, it was nothing but singed weeds and dry sand.

“It’s maya,” I said. “Illusion.”

“They say that is all the world is.”

“How pessimistic you are,” I teased.

“What do you think?”

I had not realized until I met the Dharma Raja that I had a favorite question. But now I did. And this was it.

“I think it’s utterly wrong to say that the world is nothing but illusion. They say that Night is just an illusion of a new tomorrow and a story not yet written. And, as you know, I am very real.”

I laced my fingers through his, smiling at the shy grin that slipped onto his face.

“Perhaps,” he said thoughtfully. “But if there is anything I have learned at your side, it is how every sight is open to a thousand and one interpretations. So perhaps the world is a bit of illusion after all. We simply choose which mirage to see, and draw meaning and stories from that.”

This was another thing I had not expected about the Dharma Raja. He liked to think through problems. He was stubborn. But more than anything, he wanted to question things.

“Perhaps,” I allowed.

“That reminds me,” he said, withdrawing his fingers from mine. “I made you something.”

He reached into his robes and drew out a small glass orb. Light sparked and whirred within it. He tossed it into the air and the small crystal orb unfurled, spreading tendrils of light over us until we stood in a room full of stars. He reached out, grasping the stars between thumb and forefinger, like they were nothing more than glass beads waiting to be plucked and refashioned. One by one, he stole the false stars out of their false sky until he fashioned a small headpiece of a glittering sparrow. He slid it into my hair, and the false sky peeled back to reveal the desert.

“I have given you the moon for your throne, an impossible garden, and now stars to wear in your hair. As I promised,” he said, softly. His eyes cut to mine. “And I always keep my promises.”

I had not kissed him since that evening in the Night Bazaar, even though I wanted to. I couldn’t stand the thought that maybe each kiss would tease away something precious, something I wasn’t ready to give. Nritti’s words floated back to me: What does he want from you? I didn’t know. Worse, I was beginning to suspect that whatever it was, I would give it. That small truth left me exposed. Almost resentful.

He stood before me, his hand outstretched, stars nestled in his palm. And we both knew this was not just a gift. What he offered me was soft and glittering, inflexible, and it wasn’t just stars.

It was his heart.

He fixed his fathomless black gaze on me, the same gaze that brought kings to their knees and snipped a season in half. But what I saw was this: I saw that when he walked beside me, some alchemy transformed my voice and thoughts to gold. When we spoke, the world bent beneath our views and adjusted itself accordingly. When we imagined, infinity became something I could grasp. When he touched me, I felt charged with possibility, as if every dream tucked inside me had been chiseled out by his hand. When he looked at me, it was like drawing breath for the first time.

Unease flickered across his features. Guilt squeezed my chest. If I stayed silent any longer, I would hurt him. And the thought of that chilled me. Perhaps he suspected that my silence meant that I was rejecting him. But that wasn’t the truth at all. When someone offers his heart, you could not give anything less in return. My silence came not from my reluctance to give away my heart, but from the shock of knowing that I already had.

Here is mine, I thought, closing the distance between us.

His unease melted into hope. Then awe. He gathered me to him, and kissed me. And between our bent heads, the starry sparrow fluttered silver wings and took off into the air.

Here is my fear and my wonder, my hopes and my doubts.

Here I am.


7

NIGHT

There were only two weeks left until Teej. And still, we hadn’t quite found the words to lay meaning to what had happened. To what we wanted. Sometimes, when no one was there, I tried out the words in my head, feeling out their unfamiliar weight and texture: queen of Naraka. Consort. Beloved. Friend. Sometimes, I whispered them aloud and thrilled in the sparks of light that danced up my spine.

That night, he appeared as usual. He touched my hair lightly, as usual. But then, unusually, he looked behind my shoulder to the untamed silver orchard and the dream fruit weighing each bough. The whole grove was lit up with the scent of wind-fallen fruit, the bruised and over-sweet fragrance of wanting gone to waste.

“You no longer sell them.”

“I have decided to stop,” I said. “Permanently.”

I made the decision a while ago. The Night Bazaar would have to find a new way to dream. I’d sent Uloopi all of the last batch. She would have been furious with me for not telling her, but hopefully the remaining fruits would appease her. I sent along a small note: To dream and dream, and dream some more. One day, I hope they pale before your reality.

Her reply: There better be more where this came from.

The Dharma Raja leaned against a tall poplar, his thumb worrying at his lower lip. Once, I might have thought it was a contemplative gesture. Now, I recognized it as mischief.

“Before, you seemed quite determined to change every mind of the Otherworld. I recall you making a very impassioned speech about only having the ability to tell a story with a voice. Now how will you change the world without a piece of fruit?”

Teasing fool. I twisted my hand and a tiny river pebble soared to his head. He dodged it with a lazy swipe of his hand. And then he tossed it back to me, only this time it became a stone bird that hopped across my shoulder before collapsing into smoke.

“I learned a new way of storytelling,” I said primly.

“I noticed,” he said, nodding at the grove.

Over the past weeks, I had changed things. The orchard had fallen to neglect, but I had tied its silver boughs and strung a net of pearls between the trees. Ruined, dark things squirmed in the net. Caught nightmares. The other week, I had coaxed a well to hollow out the earth. The Dharma Raja sensed it for he leaned his ear toward the direction, as if he could hear all the things whispered in the water—good portents and well wishes. In the well’s reflection, the stars churned and pinwheeled above, never keeping the same shape. I hoped that it would remind people who drank from its water not to believe in the first thing they saw.

“I was wondering when you’d come to realize this,” he said. “Most storytellers are already familiar with this tenet.”

“And that is?”

He moved toward me gracefully.

“That the best story is shown. Not told.” He grinned. “I could’ve told you that. I’ve been practicing that for years.”

He was right. It both delighted and annoyed me to no end. I wanted to make a difference, to be seen as more than I was. All this time, I had been so caught up in what the Otherworld thought. I had lost so much time trying to push my thoughts and self onto them, but it made no difference because they were just words without meaning. If I made the Dharma Raja see the world differently, then he let me see myself differently. I was enough unto myself. I would not let myself be held back by what anyone thought. And that was what I wanted to coax into life with these dream wells. I wanted someone to look inside of them and see something else. It was different from dream fruit because it knew it had no desire to last beyond the veil of sleep. It was simply an idea. A nudge.

“You could have advised me from the beginning to show more and tell less.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Would you have listened?”

“I would’ve very convincingly pretended.”

He laughed. And I caught his laugh in a kiss.

*   *   *

A week before Teej, Nritti and I sat side by side—as we always had—our feet scraping at the bottom of the river, toes digging into the bank in search of gold. Ever since I stopped going to the Night Bazaar, she would find me here in the red hours between sunset and true night. Sometimes, Vanaj would come with her and then the three of us would play shatranj—Nritti and Vanaj on one side, me on the other. Most of the time I lost, but I felt like I was winning every time Nritti laughed or grinned. Today, she was doing both, even though Vanaj could not visit with her this dusk.

“You’re glowing with love,” I teased. “It’s beginning to hurt my eyes.”

She laughed, and the bells strung through her braid shook with mirth. “There’s that viper tongue. I was wondering where it went. You’re so … kind around Vanaj.”

“It’s only for your sake. I had to provide one wonderful thing about you. Me. There’s not much reason to like you, what with your horrific looks and grating voice.”

Nritti gracefully fluttered her hand. “You are most merciful.”

“And beautiful,” I added.

“And beautiful.”

“And charming.”

“Let’s not get carried away.”

I laughed. “So. Where is your smitten lover?”

Nritti blushed.

“There’s something I want to show you,” she said, hesitantly. She drew out a delicate golden necklace strung together with black beads. I breathed in sharply. A mangala sutra. It was the piece of jewelry that defined a married woman. “We pledged ourselves to one another in the gandharva tradition. He went to ask Lord Indra if he could take me away from the court.”

I think she knew all that I couldn’t say because she reached for my hand. As always, I was struck by our differences. Already, the red of sunset had begun to peel back … revealing rose-tinted smoke sky and rain-cloud skin. Hers was the sun as seen through water, an Otherworld dream of gold and light. But our differences were only in looks. I felt her heartbeat pulse against my skin. And I knew that no matter what changes would come, we would always be sisters.

“I’m not leaving you,” she whispered.

“I would never stop you.” And I meant it. Nritti may not have believed in me the way the Dharma Raja did, but she loved me and she supported me the best way that she knew how.

“I will always send word. I will visit often. I will sing your praises to the stars and back.”

I laughed, but my throat felt tight with tears. “Oh, please don’t sing. Has Vanaj heard your voice? He’s already blind, Nritti.”

She held my hand a little tighter. “Besides, you will have someone to pass your days with.” She looked at me slyly. “And your nights.”

My cheeks heated beneath her gaze. I had told her a little about the Dharma Raja and his visits. But she had never met him, and I had never divulged his identity. With Teej approaching, I couldn’t help but think of Nritti’s original advice. What did he want from me?

I had been courted before, but no one had gone to such lengths to know me. No one had dared me to dream of more for myself. No one filled me with dreams of my own. I’d come close to telling him on many nights, but couldn’t. I hadn’t forgotten that he had asked for a bond without love. Every time I imagined his rejection, my heart stuttered.

“He has never said he loves me,” I said quietly.

“But you think he does?”

I nodded.

“Do you love him?”

“I don’t know.”

“When you are with him, what do you see?”

I closed my eyes, thinking of his presence. He was the burning thing in my heart, a caught flame that challenged and inspired me. He was the winged thing in my soul, something carrying my dreams aloft and freeing me from the ground. He was the nightmare of night, the tragic ending to a love story, the shadow over the cremation ground. My memories summoned him—night and smoke, embers and wings. I would not have him any other way.

Nritti’s voice fell to a hush. “You see, sister? That is your answer.”

Some insipid voice at the back of my head whispered to me anyway. And in its echoes, all I heard were my doubts. My fears. Vanaj had already given Nritti a mangala sutra. He had declared his love and married her in the manner of the gandharvas. Whereas the Dharma Raja had never once offered me that commitment. He had never once said that he loved me. But he gave you the moon for your throne and a garden unlike any in all the realms. He gave you stars for your hair and offered his heart in his palm.

I felt Nritti’s hand smooth the hair away from my face.

“Sister. You are courageous and clever, creative and compassionate. But your doubts will ruin you if you let them. Choose happiness. Choose love.”

Soon after, she left. And it was just me and the yawning sky and the pale stars shuffling sleepily into place. There was only one week left until Teej. All this time, he had yet to name what this was. The Dharma Raja had stated his intentions ages ago, but intentions change. Change was the only thing that could be counted upon. I knew that better than most.

For hours, I stood in the glass garden. Touching the tips of the crystal flowers and palming the diamond-paned jasmine vines. Every cool brush of the glass reminded me that what I felt was real. When I touched the glass, something crystallized within me. I loved him. I knew that now. And I wasn’t going to wait around for him to tell me that’s how he felt too.

Tonight I would tell him. I prepared the grove, arranged my hair. I waited, my heart full to bursting, my mouth brimming with all things I wanted to say. Needed to say.

But he never came.
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DEATH

I had lost myself. Sometimes I didn’t think I’d drawn breath until her lips touched mine. Sometimes I saw the world as she did, and it was no longer an old and creaking thing, but a song I had not been able to hear until now. I told myself it was nothing more than the perfect companionship. Devoid of love but full of understanding. And every time I told this to myself, I thought the whole palace of Naraka shook with laughter. I ignored it.

For the past few days, I had imagined the world as it might be and not as it was. I had collected souls and spun them into new forms. There had been no need to visit the Tapestry. Until now.

The moment I stepped into the room, it sensed that I had changed. And like any beast that sensed weakness, the threads pushed and pushed until they broke into my thoughts. They rummaged with cloth fingers, ignoring my protest and fury. They spoke over me with taunts, dragging a noose of my past around my neck until I was yanked into a memory I never wished to revisit:

The Shadow Wife wore my mother’s face. She crouched by my side, grabbing me by the shoulders.

“Do you know what you’ve done?” she asked.

“I’ve done nothing but tell the truth. Something you should have done years ago.”

I had been younger and more foolish then, eager for justice. My mother had been missing for centuries. Some said that the Sun Palace was so bright that the light could cut you if you weren’t careful. Some said that the light had cut my mother, splitting her heart right down the middle and blinding her heart to the love she should have carried for the child she left behind. I never asked why she left or where she went. When I was younger, I thought I had not loved her enough and that was why she left. When I grew older, I saw how love was sometimes not the tether but the whip. The thing that made you run far and fast and never return.

“You exposed me. But every truth comes with a price,” said the Shadow Wife.

I would never call her Mother. I would never call her Lady Chayya. I would never speak her name.

“You don’t frighten me.”

She tilted her head to one side, worrying her lip the way my mother did when she was considering something.

“But love frightens you. Love and the loss of it frightens you, doesn’t it?”

I said nothing.

“You should have learned from the beginning that when someone leaves, it is because nothing was valuable enough to make them stay. You were not enough. For this, boy, I curse you. And with this curse, I bind your heart. The woman you give your heart to will leave you just as the Lady of the Wind left your father. And the heartache you feel now will be nothing to the loss of her.”

The Tapestry taunted the words over and over. I reeled back, and the cloth fingers that had carded through my memory like so much silk suddenly crumpled and fell limp. My breath rattled in my lungs like the dead. I left the Tapestry behind me, determined to sort out my thoughts when Gupta appeared carrying a bundle of parchment roses.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Getting the palace ready, of course!”

“For what?”

“For her,” he said, rolling his eyes. “It needs to be fitting for a queen. You already made her that garden, but I thought she might like something a little more intellectual. Look!” He tossed one of the parchment roses into the air and it opened into a mouth, shouting out snippets of Gupta’s reports:

It really comes down to opposable thumbs.

And:

There is something rather grotesque about pearls. Why does anyone like them? It is spit. Congealed spit.

“You can’t be serious,” I said. “You expect her to walk through a garden of reports?”

“It’s better than what you did! You gave her a garden of glass. That is actually hazardous to life.”

It struck me then. Gupta was preparing for her to come here. Because he assumed she would become the queen of this kingdom. I turned slowly on the spot, staring at the halls where she might walk down, the mirrors where she might pause to consider a strange reflection. The dining table where she would sit across from me. The bedroom where I would sleep by her side. And as I imagined these things, the truth of the Shadow Wife’s curse took hold.

If I fell in love with her, I would lose her. Maybe she’d come here and hate this place and leave. Maybe she’d realize that she couldn’t stand the thought of eternity with me after all. The Shadow Wife’s curse was true. I had felt it press itself into my bones the moment she spoke, and there it stayed, biding its time. Waiting until I fell in love.

The only difference was that I could stop this before it ever started. I could spare us all a world of pain. Even if it broke me.

“I’m sorry,” said Gupta. “It’s not a hazard. If she likes your garden, then who cares?”

“She … she can’t come here.”

Gupta stepped back, stunned. “What? Why?”

Because I am dangerously close to falling in love.

“It won’t work.”

“I thought you said that if it couldn’t be her, you’d have no one?”

“I did say that. I choose no one.”

“But you love her…”

“Don’t say that,” I said under my breath. “Don’t say those words. I don’t love her. I can’t love her and I won’t love her.”

Gupta raised an eyebrow. “You do realize you have little choice in the matter.”

“I have control over life and death, but not love?”

“Yes.”

“I made a mistake. I see that now.”

“Why are you doing this?” he demanded.

Because I’d already lived this. Under a shadow, I’d known a cursed existence and emerged into a cursed life.

“I’m cursed,” I said.

Gupta knew that, but I’d never told him the details until now. Over the years, he liked to guess what the curse was. Lack of personality was his favorite guess. When I finished telling him, he stared at the ground.

“I still believe there is a way around this,” he said. He spun a pen in his hand, which meant that he was about to rummage through the archives and find a solution. “But even then, what does it matter? You already love her.”

“That’s not true,” I said, even as something sparked and tugged within me.

“If you can’t see it now, then perhaps that is the true curse.”

He turned, leaving me standing in the middle of the palace. I couldn’t move from this spot. Moving meant that I had to put an end to something I liked far too much. Night came and went, and still I could not find the will to end what I had known. For the briefest space of time, I knew what the Tapestry had first taunted. A jewel no one else possessed: our time together. A door within reach: her arms around my neck.

A soul claimed: my own.

When the next dusk fell, I moved. I commanded my feet to move and they did not question me. But I could not command my thoughts to fall still.

Death was not always inevitable. But pain was. And right now, I couldn’t see beyond the shape of that pain opening inside me. It wasn’t that I could not control myself around her. It was that I had no desire to. Beside her, the world seemed impossible with wonder.

When I stepped through the final gate of trees, there she was. Burning like a star. She softened and then frowned. One look and I knew how impossible it was to live without her. I could exist without question. But live? Think, dream, create?

All those things I had learned in her presence. For a crazed moment, I wondered whether someone could survive on the threshold of love, like leaning over the lip of a cliff. Or would the lure of the fall always prove too great? Maybe I would risk it. For her. But then she stormed toward me and her next words pronounced me cursed:

“I love you.”

Time stammered. Or I stammered. It didn’t seem to matter because she just continued talking:

“I want to be with you because I love you. Not because I need you. I don’t,” she said, gesturing with her arms at the number of dream wells she had set up and the dream fruit that had gone to waste on the trees. “You inspired this, but I did it on my own. And I know I could do more at your side, but that’s not the reason I choose you—”

“Wait,” I said. I felt like I was choking on the word.

“And yet what I can’t understand,” she continued, “is why you insist on a bond with no love. I think you love me too.”

“I don’t.”

She raised an eyebrow. No lip biting. No harsh intake of breath. Nothing but a raised eyebrow.

“Yes, you do,” she said calmly.

“Why is everyone saying that?”

“And I’ve also figured out why you refuse to say it aloud,” she said. “I know who you are.”

“So you’ve guessed what that curse is, have you?” I asked, the words coming out crueler than I expected.

“Not fully. Tell me.”

“If I love you, you will leave me. And it will cause me great pain. That is the curse.”

She stared at me and then she disappeared on the spot. I stood there, stunned for a couple of moments. And then I heard her voice behind me:

“There. Curse fulfilled. You loved me. I left. I will imagine in my infinite vanity that it caused you pain.”

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

“Why should I?” she retorted. “How many people suffer a cursed life simply because they didn’t know how to listen to what the curse meant? Her curse was nothing more than the risk we take to live each day. All I hear is your cowardice.”

“I am not—”

“You’re scared,” she said. “I am too. But I would rather live in fear than live without love.”

“I’m sorry I’m doing this to you…”

“You are not doing anything to me. You are doing this only to yourself. If this is what you choose, then so be it.”

For the first time, her resolve shook. She would not meet my gaze. She reached into her hair, tugging on the little sparrow fashioned of stars.

“Fear is like a curse, Dharma Raja. Like a curse, it lays down lines where none should exist. It squeezes your thoughts into a pattern until you become convinced that there is no other way to see. But I choose differently. I wish I could say the same for you.”

Once more, she left. But this time, she did not return.
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When he didn’t show up the first night, I wasn’t sure where I should go. Nritti would always welcome me, but I didn’t want to intrude on her and Vanaj with my pathetic tale of rejection. I needed someone with experience, which was how I found myself in the city of Nagaloka.

Down here, the kingdom of the nagas was cold and miraculous. Glossy seaweed wrapped around the turrets, sea roses bloomed down paths of pearl and salt stones. Everything glowed from the small drifting silver thuribles that lit up the city with moonlight. Beautiful naginis showed off their new gems or sharpened fangs and twice I heard their seductive singing through a flurry of waves. It was the thick of night, and her kingdom was nearly empty. Everyone let me pass without question. I walked through the palace until I found Uloopi at the end of an emerald hall. Her face looked a little pinched from the recent flurry of stress, but she grinned the second she saw me.

“Dream fruit?” she asked.

“Hello to you too.”

“What brings you here?”

“Either delusions of love or the confusions of securing it.”

“You know I hate seeing you sad, but I do love a good drama.”

Uloopi and I walked—well, I walked, she glided—to a courtyard strung with seashells. Night was different under water. The waves took on an eerie texture. Almost feathered.

At Uloopi’s prodding, I told her about the Dharma Raja. About the visits where he had promised me a throne, but not his heart. I told her about how each visit was a lesson in wonder, why I had abandoned the dream fruit in search of something more.

“I forgot how little you know,” she said, reaching for my hand. “And I do not mean that in terms of your intellect, my friend. I think I know why your Dharma Raja refuses to utter those words…”

“He is not mine.”

Uloopi raised one bronze shoulder. “He wants to be. And you want him to be. Therefore I am calling it as I see fit.”

“But—”

“Do you want to know or not?”

I nodded.

And she told me the rest of the tale of the Shadow Wife and the cursed boy.

*   *   *

When he visited me, I was ready. I was armed with knowledge far greater than his past. Knowledge was powerful, but it was made powerful by the person who held it and spoke it. Knowledge was little more than footsteps pressed into the earth and called a “line” so repeatedly that the act of telling made it true. But I knew better. Perspective propped up the world on stilts of belief. I knew that better than most. And now I had to convince the Dharma Raja.

When I finally saw him, something in me unfastened. Here was someone who would have given me a kingdom and a throne without the expectation of my heart or my bed in return. Here was someone who saw me as no one ever had. When he looked at me, he didn’t see night but the potential it brought: dreams and songs not yet sung, potential and creation.

Uloopi’s and Nritti’s words surrounded my heart and I spoke nothing but truths. I wasn’t afraid of being scared. Life was too long for that. But the more I spoke, the more he curled in on himself. Over and over, I laid my heart bare.

Over and over, it crumpled.

*   *   *

A day and a dusk. A day and a dusk. A day and a dusk.

I was losing track of it all. I was sitting in the middle of my garden of glass when the trees rustled. Hope plucked at my bones, playing me like an instrument until I thought my whole body was singing. But when I looked up, it was not the Dharma Raja standing at the edge of the horizon, but Nritti.

“Have you no smile for me, sister?” she asked, beaming.

But one look at my face told her everything. She ran to me then, her arms soft around my shaking shoulders.

“What do I do?”

At this, she lifted my chin. “Go to Teej. If he doesn’t come, then you know that you have lost nothing but time. And we have plenty of that to spend without consequence.”

I nodded, but the truth was that I did not want to spend time without consequence. I had glimpsed something more, a purpose that I was beginning to unlock day by day. The visitors to my dream wells had doubled and tripled in the past couple of days. Little by little, they were remembering the images I had spun. Little by little, my voice was being carried out into the world. The Dharma Raja’s words floated back to me: We could rewrite the world, you and I.

I didn’t need him, or anyone, to rewrite the world. But beside him, I had felt as if there was a world for me alone. A place that lived at the seams of my heart and grew there, wrapping glass vines around my bones and burying stars in my heart. It was a place of quiet and creativity. And if I had the choice, I never wanted to be without it.

But it seemed that wasn’t my choice to make.

“I’ll go to Teej.”
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DEATH

The days blurred. I walked the halls, fed the hounds, stood before the Tapestry. Everywhere I moved, thoughts of her robbed me to the point where I sometimes didn’t recognize where I stood or where I was going. Fear is like a curse. But I choose differently. I wish I could say the same for you. I couldn’t shake those devious thoughts out of my head. She bent the way I saw the world. But she couldn’t bend it to the point that it broke a curse.

Today was Teej. I tried to forget it, to lose myself in some other thought. But I couldn’t.

The sky tilted to dusk. I fled to a part of the kingdom where souls waited to be categorized and organized, remade and reshaped. There, a familiar soul caught the light. And I remembered the request of the wife from so long ago, the woman whose words had spurred the listless existence that would very well be my future.

“Do you wish to wait for your wife?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I love her.”

“Why?”

“Because life does not look how it should without her. It is a piece gone missing, a perspective that reminds me what it means to live. Without her, my life would be colorless. Life does not owe me fairness. But I will see beauty, even if I must fight for it. So will you let me stay beside her? And wait until she comes?”

Maybe the words hadn’t truly come to me until now. But finally, finally, I saw it. And the truth was a latch in my heart. The soul reached out and touched me, and in it, I saw the barren wasteland of my thoughts. How the world had lost shape and color and texture since I had not seen her. What she coaxed out of me was a visceral need to live, and wasn’t that what fueled immortality and made it worthwhile anyway? That there were wonders still left to be uncovered? Perhaps she could not bend the world such that it would break a curse. But she had bent my thoughts until I saw hope around its meaning, silver in its bleakness. I wanted to believe the curse had broken. Because I did love her. I couldn’t remember where it started and I couldn’t fathom it stopping. And she had left. And the pain of it had sucked the color from my world.

“I grant you this request,” I said.

And then, I ran.

Gupta was waiting for me, a dark green sherwani jacket in his hands.

“I have been waiting out here for so long, I thought I had started aging.”

“I don’t have time for this. I have to get to her—”

“She won’t be at the grove. She’s at Teej.”

My heart dropped.

“Even if I go, how will she recognize me? Don’t most of those lovers use ridiculous signals or secret words on their palms or something?”

“Maybe that’s the test,” said Gupta, shrugging. “You saw through a curse. Now she has to see through you.”

*   *   *

Choose me.

I stood behind the podium, curtained off from everyone else. There were all kinds of tricks to Teej. People tattooed their hands with hints so that they would not end up with the wrong mate. But there was the leap of faith in this exercise, the same leap of faith required of a relationship. Maybe it was a fool’s errand, but I had made my hand indistinguishable. We had never studied each other palms but perhaps that was where the beauty lay. Whatever form she took, I would recognize her. Because it was not me that knew her, it was my soul. And it could never forget her.
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NIGHT

Hope is light. It shines its way into crevices and shadows you wouldn’t recognize. I held that hope within me, and I let it flare into a fire until it laid to waste my every doubt. I hardly remembered walking to the Teej celebration and waiting my turn in that line. Nritti held my hand tightly and waited beside me.

“Uloopi told me to give you this,” said Nritti, opening my palms.

A necklace with a round-cut sapphire and strung with delicate seed pearls fell into my hands.

“What is this?”

“She said this was what she created the first time she tried making the resurrection stone.”

“Does it bring back the dead?”

“No. But it calls forth our happiest memories.”

I clasped the necklace around my neck, savoring the strange warmth of the pendant between my collarbones. It was magical, but not enchanted. No memories surged before my eyes. And yet, I felt a thread of warmth from my head to my toes. Like the afterglow of a long laugh.

When I ascended the stage, some of the lesser beings taunted me. But I pushed past them, clutching that hope within me. This was a beginning. Maybe it would not be the beginning I wanted, but it was a beginning I deserved. I surveyed the row of hands, one by one, stopping when I saw the hand covered in soot. At first glance, it looked like it belonged to a raksha. But when I looked closer, I saw cracks in that paint. I saw that the monstrous was little more than a flimsy coat of color. More than that, it was an invitation—to start a life with a different way of seeing. Starting now. I reached out. The curtain fell back with a crumple of silk. Dimly, I heard the audience suck in their breath. There … there he stood. Tall and shadowed, with a crown of blackbuck horns threatening to pierce the split sky above us. Guilt flashed in his eyes, before it became something else entirely: relief.

“I hoped you would choose me,” he said.

I fought back an impossible laugh as that hope and light broke inside me.

“I have no dowry.”

“I don’t care.”

“Then what do you want from me?”

“I want to lie beside you and know the weight of your dreams. I want to share whole worlds with you and write your name in the stars. I want to measure eternity with your laughter. Be my queen and I promise you a life where you will never be bored. I promise you more power than a hundred kings. And I promise you that we will always be equals.”

“Not my soul then?”

“Would you entrust me with something so precious?”

I reached for one of my slippers and held it out, grinning.

“Here, my love, the dowry of a sole.”

He held me closer than a secret and when our lips met, the world between us became a charged and living thing.
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DEATH

I knew little of curses, but much of stories. These were the tales collected in teeth, passed down from the mouth of one generation to the next. I heard the dead murmur them like talismans when they walked through my halls. They shared stories of curses shattered by moonlight or splintered by kisses. In all the years since the Shadow Wife had pronounced my heartbreak, I had never believed them until now. Because here, with Night’s lips to mine, and the world yielding its treasures one by one … I knew that I was free.
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PROLOGUE

THE INVITATION

Vikram had spent enough time with bitterness that he knew how to twist and numb the feeling. Tonight, he didn’t draw on his years of experience. Instead he let the acidic, snapping teeth of it chew at his heart. As he walked to the network of wooden huts that formed the ashram, the echo of laughter hung in the air. He stood in the dark, an outsider to a joke everyone knew.

Since he was eight years old, he had spent part of every year at the ashram, learning alongside other nobility. Everyone else resented the part of the year where they returned to their kingdoms and endured having to put their lessons to use. Not Vikram. Every time he returned to Ujijain, he was reminded that his education was a formality. Not a foundation. He preferred that. No expectations meant learning without fear of being limited and growing opinions without fear of voicing them. His thoughts preferred the fertile ground of silence. Silence sharpened shrewdness, which only made him embrace the title his father’s empire had, albeit grudgingly, given him: Fox Prince.

But shrewd or not, the moment he entered the ashram, he wouldn’t be able to ignore the celebrations of another prince called home to rule. Soon, Ujijain would summon him home. And then what? The days would bleed together. The hope would shrivel. It would be harder to outwit the council. Harder to speak. He tightened his fists. That bitterness turned taunting. How many years had he spent believing that he was meant for more? Sometimes he thought his head was a snarl of myth and folktales, where magic coaxed ignored princes out of the shadows and gave them a crown and a legend to live in. He used to wait for the moment when magic would drape a new world over his eyes. But time turned his hopes dull and lightless. The Council of Ujijain had seen to that.

Near the entrance of the ashram, a sage sat beside the dying flames of a ceremonial fire. What was a sage doing here at this hour? Around his neck, the sage wore the pelt of a golden mongoose. Not a pelt. A real mongoose. The creature was napping.

“There you are,” said the sage, opening his eyes. “I’ve been waiting for you for quite some time, Fox Prince.”

Vikram stilled, suspicion prickling in his spine. No one waited for him. No one looked for him. The mongoose around the sage’s neck yawned. Something tumbled out of the creature’s mouth. Vikram reached for it, his heart racing as his hand closed around something cold and hard: a ruby. The ruby shone with unnatural light.

The mongoose yawned … jewels?

“Show-off,” said the sage, bopping the mongoose on its nose.

The creature’s ears flattened in reproach. Its fur shimmered in the dark. Bright as true gold. Bright as … magic. When he was a child, Vikram thought enchantment would save him. He even tried to trap it. Once he laid out a net to catch a wish-bestowing yaksha and ended up with a very outraged peacock. When he got older, he stopped trying. But he couldn’t give up hoping. Hope was the only thing that lay between him and a throne that would only be his in name. He clutched the ruby tighter. It pulsed, shuddering as an image danced in its face—an image of him. Sitting on the throne. Powerful. Freed.

Vikram nearly dropped the ruby. Magic clung to his body. Starlight raced through his veins, and the sage grinned.

“Can’t speak? There, there, little Fox Prince. Perhaps all the words are knocking against your head and you simply can’t reach out and snatch the right one. But I am kind. Well, perhaps not. Kindness is a rather squishy thing. But I do love to lend assistance. Here is what you should say: ‘Why are you here?’”

Shocked, all Vikram could do was nod.

The sage smiled. Sometimes a smile was little more than a sliver of teeth. And sometimes a smile was a knife cutting the world in two: before and after. The sage’s smile belonged to the latter. And Vikram, who had never been anxious, felt as if his whole world was about to be rearranged by that grin.

“I am here because you summoned me, princeling. I am here to extend an invitation for a game that takes place when the century has grown old. I am here to tell you that the Lord of Wealth and Treasures caught a whiff of your dreams and followed it until he found your hungry heart and cunning smile.”

The ruby in Vikram’s palm quivered and shook. Crimson light broke in front of his eyes and he saw that the ruby was not a ruby, but an invitation in the shape of a jewel. It shook itself out … unfurling into gold parchment that read:



THE LORD OF WEALTH AND TREASURES CORDIALLY INVITES YOU TO THE TOURNAMENT OF WISHES.

 

Please present the ruby and a secret truth to the gate guardians by the new moon.

This ruby is good for two living entries.

 

The winner will be granted their heart’s wish.

But know now that desire is a poisonous thing.



Vikram stared up from the parchment. Distantly, he knew he should be frightened. But fright paled compared to the hope knifing through him. That shadowed part of him that had craved for something more was no childhood fantasy gone twisted with age. Perhaps it had always been a premonition. Like knowledge buried in the soul and not the sight. True but hidden things.

The sage nodded to the ruby. “Look and see what awaits you.”

He looked, but saw nothing.

“Try singing! The ruby wants to feel loved. Seduced.”

“I wouldn’t call my singing voice seduction,” said Vikram, finding his voice. “More like sacrilege, honestly.”

“It’s not the sound of your song that coaxes out truth. It’s the sincerity. Like this—”

The sage sung no song, but a story. Vikram’s story. An image burned in the ruby. Vikram clutching the Emperor with one hand and tightly holding a bundle of blue flowers in the other. Voices slipped out of the gem: muffled displeasure, the title “heir of Ujijain” spoken around a laugh. He saw the future Ujijain promised him—a useless life of luxury wearing the face of power. He saw the nightmare of a long life, day upon day of stillness. His chest tightened. He’d rather die. The sage’s voice had no tone. But it had texture, like a scattering of gold coins.

“If you want a throne, you’ll have to play

The Lord of Treasures loves his games and tales

A wanting heart will make his day

Or you can waste your life recounting fails

But say it, little prince, say you’ll play this game

If you and a partner play, never will you be the same.”

The ashram huts loomed closer and the fires crackled like topaz. The idea took root in Vikram’s mind. He’d built his life on wanting the impossible—true power, recognition, a future—and now magic had found him the moment he stopped looking. It breathed life into all those old dreams, filling him with that most terrible of questions: What if …

But even as his heart leapt to believe it, the sage’s words made him pause.

“Why did you say partner?”

“It is required of your invitation.”

Vikram frowned. The princes in the ashram had never inspired his faith in teams.

“Find the one who glows, with blood on the lips and fangs in the heart.”

“Sounds as though they would be hard to miss.”

“For you, doubly so,” said the sage. His voice expanded. Not quite human. The sound rose from everywhere, dripping from the sky, growing out of the dirt. “Say you will play. Play the game and you may yet win your empire, not just the husk of its name. You only get one chance to accept.”

The sage sliced his hand across the flames. Images spilled out like jewels:

A palace of ivory and gold, riven with black streams where caught stars wriggled and gave up their light. There were prophecies etched on doorframes, and the sky above was nothing but undulating ocean where discarded legends knifed through the water. A thousand yakshas and yakshinis trailed frost, forest brambles, pond swill and cloudy coronets. They were preparing for something. Vikram felt as if he’d tasted his dreams and starved for more.

Magic plucked at his bones, begging him to leave this version of himself behind. He leaned forward, his heart racing to keep up with the present.

“Yes,” he breathed.

As if he could say anything else.

The moment split. Silently, the world fell back on itself.

“Excellent!” said the sage. “We will see you in Alaka at the new moon.”

“Alaka? But that’s, I mean, I thought it was myth.”

“Oh dear boy, getting there is half the game.” The sage winked. “Good for two living entries!”

“What about two living exits?”

“I like you,” laughed the sage.

In a blink, he disappeared.


PART ONE

THE GIRL
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TO BE A MONSTER GAURI

Death stood on the other side of the chamber doors. Today I would meet it not in my usual armor of leather and chain mail, but in the armor of silk and cosmetics. One might think one armor was stronger than the other, but a red lip was its own scimitar and a kohl-darkened eye could aim true as a steel-tipped arrow.

Death might be waiting, but I was going to be a queen. I would have my throne if I had to carve a path of blood and bone to get it back.

Death could wait.

The bath was scalding, but after six months in a dungeon, it felt luxurious. Gauzy columns of fragrance spun slowly through the bath chambers, filling my lungs with an attar of roses. For a moment, thoughts of home choked me. Home, with the pockets of wildflowers and sandstone temples cut into the hills, with the people whose names I had come to murmur in my prayers before sleep. Home, where Nalini would have been waiting with a wry and inappropriate joke, her heart full of trust that I hadn’t deserved. But that home was gone. Skanda, my brother, would have made sure by now that no hearth in Bharata would welcome me.

The Ujijain attendant who was supposed to prepare me for my first—and probably last—meeting with the Prince of Ujijain didn’t speak. Then again, what do you say to those who are about to be sentenced to death? I knew what was coming. I’d gathered that much from the guards outside my dungeon. I wanted intelligence, so I faked whimpering nightmares. I’d practiced a limp. I’d let them think that my reputation was nothing more than rumor. I’d even let one of them touch my hair and tell me that perhaps he could be convinced to get me better food. I’m still proud that I sobbed instead of ripping out his throat with my teeth. It was worth it. People have a tendency to want to comfort small, broken-looking things. They told me they’d keep my death quick if I’d only smile for them one more time. I hated being told to smile. But now I knew the rotation of the guards’ schedule. I knew which ones nursed battle wounds and how they entered the palace. I knew that no sentinels guarded the eastern gate. I knew which soldiers grinned despite their bad knee. I knew how to escape.

My hair hung in wet ropes against my back as I slid into the silken robes. No coarse linens for the Princess of Bharata. Royalty has the strangest advantages. Silently, the attendant led me to an adjoining chamber where the silver walls formed gigantic polished mirrors.

Slender glass alembics filled with fragrant oils, tiny cruets of kohl and silk purses of pearl and carmine powder crowded a low table. Brushes of reeds and hewn ivory shaped like writing implements caught the light. Homesickness slashed through me. I had to clasp my hands together to stop from reaching out over the familiar cosmetics. The harem mothers had taught me how to use these. Under my mothers’ tutelage, I learned that beauty could be conjured. And under my and Nalini’s instruction, my mothers learned that death could hide in beauty.

In Bharata, Nalini had commissioned slim daggers that could be folded into jeweled hairpins. Together, we’d taught the mothers how to defend themselves. Before Nalini, I used to steal shears and sneak into the forge so the blacksmith could teach me about the balance of a sword. My father allowed me to learn alongside the soldiers, telling me that if I was bent on maiming something, then it might as well be the enemies of Bharata. When he died, Bharata’s training grounds became a refuge from Skanda. There, I was safe from him. And not just safe, but not hurting anyone. Being a soldier was the only way that I could keep safe the people I loved.

It was my way of making amends for what Skanda made me do.

The attendant yanked my chin. She took a tool—the wrong one, I noticed—and scraped the red pigment onto my lips.

“Allow me—” I started, but she shut me up.

“If you speak, I will make sure that my hand slips when I use that sharp tool around your eyes.”

Princess or not, I was still the enemy. I respected her fury. Her loyalty. But if she messed up my cosmetics, that was a different story. I closed my eyes, trying not to flinch under the attendant’s ministrations. I tried to picture myself anywhere but here, and memory mercifully plucked me from my own thoughts and took me back to when I was ten years old, sobbing because my sister, Maya, had left Bharata.

Mother Dhina had dried my tears, scooped me onto her lap and let me watch as she applied her cosmetics for the day.

This is how we protect ourselves, beti. Whatever insults or hurts are thrown at our face, these are our barriers. No matter how broken we feel, it is only the paint that aches.

We can always wash it away.

A soft brush swept across my cheek, scattering a fine dust of pulverized pearls across my skin. I knew, from the harem mothers, that the powder could make skin look as incandescent as a thousand mornings. I also knew that if the powder got in your eyes, the grit would make you weep and temporarily rob you of sight.

The scent of the powder fell over me like a worn and familiar cloak. I inhaled deeply, and I was sixteen again, preparing for the palace’s monsoon celebration. Arjun said I looked like a lantern and I’d stuck my tongue out at him. Nalini was there too, defiantly wearing the garb of her own people: a red patterned sash around a silk-spun salwar kameez sewn with thousands of moon-shaped mirrors.

A year later, when Arjun became the general, I told him I meant to take the throne from Skanda. I had protected my people as much as I could from his reign. But I couldn’t stand by the edges. Not anymore. Without questioning, Arjun pledged his life and his soldiers to my cause. Six months after that, I made my move to take the throne from my brother. My brother was cunning, but he would protect his life before his reign. I thought that with Arjun and his forces supporting my bid for the throne, I could ensure a bloodless transfer of power.

I was wrong.

The night I tried to take the throne, I wore my best armor: blood red lips for the blood I wouldn’t shed and night-dark kohl for the secrecy I had gathered. I remembered the fear, how I had cursed under my breath, waiting with a handful of my best soldiers beneath a damp stone archway. I remembered the pale bloom of mushrooms tucked into the creases of stone, white as pearls and corpse skin. They were the only things I could see in the dark. I remembered emerging into the throne room. I had practiced my speech so many times that when I realized what had happened, I could summon no other words. But I remembered the bodies on the ground, the lightning breaking the night sky like an egg. I remembered Arjun’s face beside my brother: calm. He had known.

“Done,” said the attendant, holding a mirror to my face.

My eyes fluttered open. I grimaced at my reflection. The red pigment had crossed the boundaries of my lips, making them look thick and bloodstained. The kohl had been unevenly smudged. I looked bruised.

“It suits you, Princess,” said the attendant in a mockingly pandering voice. “Now smile and show me the famous dimpled smile of the Jewel of Bharata.”

Few knew that my “famous dimpled smile” was a scar. When I was nine, I had cut myself with a blunt pair of shears after pretending that the wooden sculpture of a raksha was real and that he meant to eat me. Fate smiles upon you, child. Even your scars are lovely, said Mother Dhina. As I got older, the scar reminded me of what people would choose to see if you let them. So I smiled at the attendant, and hoped that she saw a dimpled grin, and not the scar from a girl who started training with very sharp things from a very young age.

The attendant’s eyes traveled from my face to the sapphire necklace at the hollow of my throat. Instinctively, I clutched it.

She held out her palm. “The Prince will not like that you are wearing something he has not personally bestowed.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

It was the only thing I had from my sister, Maya. I would not part with it.

My sister’s necklace was more than a jewel. The day Maya returned to Bharata, I hadn’t recognized her. My sister had changed. As if she had torn off the filmy reality of one world and glimpsed something greater beneath it. And then she had disappeared, darting between the space of a moonbeam and a shadow. The necklace was a reminder to live for myself the way Maya had. But it was also a reminder of loss. Vast and unwieldy magic had stolen away my sister, and every time I looked at the pendant, I remembered not to place faith in things I couldn’t control. The necklace told me to place my faith in myself. Nothing and no one else. I didn’t just want to believe in everything the necklace meant. I needed those reminders. And I would die before I parted with it.

“I rather like the look of it myself. Maybe I’ll keep it,” said the attendant. “Give it. Now.”

The attendant grabbed at the necklace. Even though her arms were thin, her fingers were strong. She pinched my skin, scrabbling at the clasp.

“Give. It. To. Me,” she hissed. She aimed a bony elbow at my neck, but I blocked the jab.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You can’t hurt me. The guards told me how weak you truly are. Besides, you are no one here,” said the attendant. Her eyes were bright, as if touched with fever. “Give me the necklace. What does it matter to you? After all you took? Isn’t that the least I can take away from you, one damned necklace?”

Her words stung. I took no pleasure in killing. But I had never hesitated to choose my life over another’s.

“My apologies,” I said hoarsely, knocking her hand away from my neck. I had been gentle before, careful not to harm the skinny and heart-broken thing standing in front of me. This time she lurched back, shock and fury lighting up her face.

Maybe the girl had lost her lover, or her betrothed, or her father or brother. I couldn’t let myself care. I’d learned that lesson young. Once, I had freed the birds in the harem menagerie. When Skanda found out, he covered my floor with ripped wings and told me the cage was the safest place for foolish birds. Another time, Skanda had punished Mother Dhina and forbade the palace cooks from sending her any dinner. I gave her half of mine. He starved me for a week. Those were just the instances where I was the only person hurt. My brother had taught me many things, but nothing more important than one: Selfishness meant survival.

Caring had cost my future. Caring had trapped me under Skanda’s thumb and forced my hand. Caring had robbed my throne and damned all I had held dear. That was all that mattered.

The attendant lunged forward, and I reacted. Hooking my foot behind her calf, I tugged. I swung out with my right fist—harder than I should have, harder than I needed to—until my hand connected with her face. She fell back with a hurt yelp, knocking over a slim golden table. A cloud of perfume burst in the air. In that moment, the world tasted like sugar and roses and blood. I stepped back, my chest heaving. I waited for her to stand and fight, but she didn’t. She sat there with her legs crossed beneath her, arms wrapped around her thin rib cage. She was sobbing.

“You took my brother. He was not yours to take. He was mine,” said the girl. Her voice sounded muddled. Young. Tears streaked her cheeks.

“You’re a monster,” she said.

I secured the necklace.

“We all have to be something.”


2

BURNING ROSES GAURI

The guards unbound my wrists and shoved me into a red room. I waited for them to go before pulling out a small silk bag of pearl dust I had swiped from the cosmetics table. I repeated the flimsy plan in my head: Throw the dust in his eyes, gag him, steal his weapons. If the Prince made a sound, I’d hold the dagger to his throat and hold him ransom. If he didn’t make a sound, I’d make him free me for his own life. I knew I couldn’t get far on my own, but most people could be bribed, and if bribery didn’t work, threats always did.

I was glad they hadn’t taken me to a throne room. The last time I was in a throne room, Skanda had ripped away my hopes for the kingdom and destroyed my future.

Arjun did not meet my eyes. And he refused to look up when his new bride and my best friend was hauled into the room. Nalini sank to her knees. Her gaze was frantic: leaping back and forth from me to Arjun and the dead on the ground. Skanda’s knife was pressed to her throat, sharp and close enough that beads of blood welled onto her skin.

“I know what you want,” said Skanda.

I closed my eyes, shuttering the memory. I looked around the room, wondering which corner was the best position for attacking. At one end, a trellis of roses covered the wall. My chest tightened. I used to grow roses. One trellis for every victory. I had loved watching the blood red petals unfurl around thorns. Looking at them reminded me of my people’s love: red as life. A month before Skanda had me thrown over the Ujijain border, he had set them on fire in a drunken stupor. By the time I got there, it was too late. Every petal had curled and blackened.

“You think these flowers are tokens of Bharata’s love for you,” he had slurred. “I want you to see, little sister. I want you to see just how easy it is for everything you plan and love and tend to go up in flames.”

I’ll never forget what burning roses look like. All those scarlet petals turning incandescent and furious. Like the last flare of the sun before an eclipse swallows it from the sky.

“You think they love you now, but it doesn’t last. You’re the rose. Not them. They are the flames. And you’ll never see how quickly you’ll catch fire until you’re engulfed. One step out of the line I draw, and they will set you on fire.”

I turned my back on the roses.

I chose a corner of the room, and then sank my teeth into the insides of my cheek. It was a habit I’d picked up on the eve of my first battle. Nerves had set my teeth chattering, so I brought out a mirror and glowered at myself. The glowering didn’t help, but I liked the way my face looked. The small movements made my cheekbones look as sharp as scimitars. And when I tightened my lips, I felt dangerous, as if I were hiding knives behind my teeth. Biting my cheeks became a battle tradition. Today I went into battle.

A door in the distance creaked. I ran through what I knew about the Prince of Ujijain. They called him the Fox Prince. And given the way some of the soldiers had jealously said his name, it didn’t seem like a name given because his face had animal features. He spent part of every year at an ashram where all the nobility sent their sons. Reputedly brilliant. Not good. Weak with weapons. Excellent. The guards were fond of retelling the story of his trial with the council. Prince Vikram had to submit to three tasks in order to be named heir of Ujijain—give the dead new life, hold a flame that never burns, and deliver the strongest weapon in the world. For the first task, he whittled a piece of bark into a knife, proving that even discarded things could be given new life in purpose. For the second task, he released a thousand jars of fireflies and held the small insects in his hand, proving that he could hold a flame that never burned. And for the last task, he said that he had poisoned the council. Desperate for the antidote, the council named him heir. The Fox Prince then revealed that he had lied and proved how belief itself was the strongest weapon in the world.

I rolled my eyes every time I heard the tale. It sounded like something that villagers with a restless imagination would spin beside a fire. I’d heard another rumor about him. Something about his parentage. That he was an orphan who’d moved the Emperor to pity. But I doubted the vicious Emperor would be moved in such a way. The guards told me that the Emperor kept great beasts at his side that could tear the throat out of anyone who dared to cross him.

Footsteps shuffled down the hall. I clutched the silk bag of pearl dust. The Prince might be clever and eloquent, but you can’t talk your way out of death and I wasn’t going to give him a chance to speak. All my intelligence told me that he was no match for me. I’d have him on his knees and begging for his life in a matter of moments.

A final door opened.

The Fox Prince was here.


About the Author

[image: image]

ROSHANI CHOKSHI is the New York Times bestselling author of The Star-Touched Queen. Her work has appeared in Strange Horizons, Shimmer, and The Book Smugglers. Her short story “The Star Maiden” was long-listed for the British Fantasy Science Award. You can sign up for email updates here.

[image: image]    [image: image]


 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Press ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



Contents

Title Page

Copyright Notice

1. Death

2. Night

3. Death

4. Night

5. Death

6. Night

7. Night

8. Death

9. Night

10. Death

11. Night

12. Death

Crown of Wishes Teaser

About the Author

Copyright

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

DEATH AND NIGHT. Copyright © 2017 by Roshani Chokshi. All rights reserved. For information, address St. Martin’s Press, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10010.

www.stmartins.com

Cover designed by Lesley Worrell

Cover photographs: starry sky © olegkalina/iStock; glass flower © BHsTockeR/iStock; night sky © Tomertu/Shutterstock.com

Our e-books may be purchased in bulk for promotional, educational, or business use. Please contact the Macmillan Corporate and Premium Sales Department at (800) 221-7945, extension 5442, or by e-mail at MacmillanSpecialMarkets@macmillan.com.

e-ISBN 9781250119735

First Edition: May 2017

First eBook edition: February 2017

OEBPS/images/twitter_logo.png





OEBPS/images/crownofwishes.jpg
y NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ROSHHNI CHOKSHI






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
DEATH AND
NIGHT

A STAR-TOUCHED NOVELLA

ROSHANI CHOKSHI

(4





OEBPS/images/fb-logo.png





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		1. Death



		2. Night



		3. Death



		4. Night



		5. Death



		6. Night



		7. Night



		8. Death



		9. Night



		10. Death



		11. Night



		12. Death



		Crown of Wishes Teaser



		About the Author



		Newsletter Sign-up



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781250119735.jpg
e Ziees =
{ i A STAR-TOUCHED NOVELLA i }

e ¢

NEW YO!&K TIMES. BESTSEL!;!NG AL"THOR






