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    Prologue: Dwar (The Door)

    
    
  
  The fire came from the east, the way fire always came in the Saptam Rajya — riding the wind, eating the thatch, turning the village of Chandrapuri into a thing of light and ash.

Meghna ran.

Not away from the fire — through it. Because the thing she carried was more important than the skin on her arms, more important than the hair that was already singeing at the ends, more important than the lungs that were filling with smoke and the eyes that were streaming and the feet that were bare on scorched earth. The thing she carried was wrapped in muslin — white muslin, the muslin that the women of the Saptam Rajya used for babies and for burial shrouds, the cloth that bookended a life, first touch and last touch, the beginning and the end contained in the same fabric.

The baby was not crying.

This was the first miracle. Babies cry when fire comes — babies cry when the air changes, when the temperature shifts, when the world around them becomes something other than the world they were promised. This baby did not cry. This baby was silent, the eyes open, the dark eyes looking up at her mother's face with the particular calm of a creature that does not yet understand danger but that understands, in the animal way that all creatures understand, the heartbeat of the person holding it: fast, faster, the rhythm that said run.

Behind them, the Rakshak soldiers were burning what remained.

The soldiers of the High Throne — the Ucch Singhasan — had come at dawn. They had come with torches and steel and the particular efficiency of men who had been given an order and who were fulfilling the order with the professionalism of men who did not question orders. The order was: destroy the Saptam Rajya. Destroy the Seventh Kingdom. Destroy every Dwar Shakti wielder within it. Seal the borders. Let nothing remain.

The order had been given because the High Throne feared the doors.

Not wooden doors, not stone doors, not the doors that carpenters build and locksmiths secure. The doors that the people of the Saptam Rajya could open with their minds — the Dwar Shakti, the Door-Power, the ability to part the air like a curtain and step through to another place, another kingdom, another world. The ability that was born in the Saptam Rajya and that existed nowhere else in the seven kingdoms, the ability that made the Seventh Kingdom the most powerful and the most feared and the most targeted.

The High Throne had decided: the doors must close. Permanently.

Meghna was the last. The last Dwar Shakti wielder of the Saptam Rajya. The last woman who could open the doors. The last keeper of a power that the High Throne wanted erased from the world the way you erase a word from a page — completely, leaving no trace, the page clean, the word forgotten.

But Meghna had a daughter. Three weeks old. Unnamed — because in the Saptam Rajya, children were not named until the forty-day ceremony, the Chalisvan, when the stars were read and the name was given by the eldest woman of the family, and the eldest woman of the family was dead now, killed in the first wave of the Rakshak attack, her body in the ruins of the temple where she had been praying when the soldiers came.

The baby was unnamed and the baby was a Dwar Shakti carrier. Meghna knew this the way mothers know things — not through testing, not through evidence, but through the particular intuition that is the mother's first and most reliable tool. She had felt it when the baby was born — the shift in the air, the particular tremor that said: this child carries the door. This child is a Door-Keeper.

The last Door-Keeper. The baby of a dying kingdom.

Meghna reached the field beyond the village — the field where the sunflowers grew, the field that was the Saptam Rajya's signature, the yellow flowers that grew nowhere else in the seven kingdoms with such abundance, the flowers that turned their faces to the sun and that were, tonight, turning their faces to the fire instead, the petals orange in the reflected light.

She stopped. Turned. Looked at what remained of Chandrapuri: the smoke, the glow, the silhouettes of soldiers moving through the destruction with the methodical patience of men completing a task. The village was gone. The kingdom was gone. The libraries, the temples, the gardens, the schools where children learned to open doors — all gone.

Not all gone. The baby was here. In her arms. In the muslin. Silent and watchful and carrying, in her three-week-old body, the entire legacy of a destroyed kingdom.

Meghna opened the door.

Not with her hands — with her mind. The Dwar Shakti required no gesture, no incantation, no wand or staff or magical apparatus. It required only the will. The will to see the seam in the air, the invisible joining where this place met another place, and to pull the seam apart the way you pull apart the edges of a wound — gently, firmly, with the understanding that the pulling would hurt.

The air shimmered. The shimmer became a line — a vertical line, glowing faintly gold, the gold of sunflower petals, the gold of the Saptam Rajya's borders. The line widened. The widening became an opening. The opening became a door — not a wooden door, not a door with a frame and a knob, but a door made of light, a door made of the air itself parting to reveal what was on the other side.

On the other side: a road. A dusty road in — Meghna could feel it — the Second Kingdom. Vasishtha Rajya. Far from here. Far from the fire. Far from the soldiers. Safe. As safe as anywhere could be for a baby carrying the power that the High Throne wanted extinguished.

She looked at her daughter. The dark eyes. The silent mouth. The muslin wrapping that was the first and last gift.

"You are the last door," Meghna whispered. "Remember nothing. Remember everything. Remember that you are the door and the door is you and the opening is your right and no throne in any kingdom can take the right from you."

The baby did not understand. The baby was three weeks old. The baby understood warmth and milk and heartbeat and the particular safety of being held. The baby did not understand kingdoms or thrones or doors made of light or mothers who were about to do the hardest thing a mother can do.

Meghna placed the baby in a basket. The basket was woven — jute, the kind that village women wove for grain and for carrying and for the thousand domestic purposes that baskets serve, the basket that was ordinary and that was, tonight, the vessel for the most extraordinary cargo in the seven kingdoms.

She placed the letter in the basket. Written in old Prakrit — the language of the Saptam Rajya, the language that few outside the Seventh Kingdom could read, the language that was itself a kind of door: if you could read it, you belonged; if you couldn't, you were outside.

The letter said: Protect the Door-Keeper. She is the last. When she is ready, she will open what I am about to close. Tell her: the door remembers. The door always remembers.

Meghna pushed the basket through the portal. The basket slid — across the threshold, across the seam between the Seventh Kingdom and the Second, across the boundary between fire and dust, between dying and living. The basket landed on the road. On the other side. In the Second Kingdom. Safe.

The baby did not cry.

Second miracle.

Meghna closed the door. But she did not just close it — she sealed it. The sealing was different from the closing: closing was temporary, a door shut that could be opened again. Sealing was permanent. Sealing was the Dwar Shakti's ultimate act — the act that used all the power, that consumed the wielder, that took the life-force and converted it into a lock so strong that no one — no soldier, no mage, no throne — could open it.

The sealing cost everything. The sealing was the price.

Meghna felt it — the power leaving her body the way water leaves a broken vessel, the draining that was total and irreversible and that she had chosen, had chosen deliberately, had chosen because the sealing protected two things: the baby on the other side of the door, and the Saptam Rajya itself, which would be sealed inside, preserved, hidden, a kingdom behind a locked door that only a Door-Keeper could open.

The last Door-Keeper. The baby in the basket. The baby on the road.

The fire was closer now. The soldiers were in the field. Meghna could hear them — the boots, the commands, the particular sounds of organised destruction.

She did not run. There was nowhere to run. The door was sealed. The power was spent. The body was emptying.

She sat in the sunflower field. The flowers were burning — the petals curling, the stems blackening, the particular death of a flower in fire that is brief and bright and that produces, in the burning, a smell that is both sweet and terrible, the smell of something beautiful being destroyed.

Meghna sat and the fire came and the fire took what the sealing had left.

 * 

On the road in the Second Kingdom — the Vasishtha Rajya, the kingdom of traveling merchants and performing troupes and the particular Rajasthani dust that gets into everything and stays — a caravan stopped.

The caravan belonged to the Natraj family. Nat performers — the traveling people, the lowest caste in the seven kingdoms' hierarchy, the people who carried stories and songs and dances from village to village and who were tolerated for their entertainment and despised for their existence, the particular cruelty of a society that loves its performers and hates the people who perform.

Amba Natraj was driving the lead wagon. Her husband Devraj was beside her. It was dawn — the particular dawn of the Vasishtha Rajya, where the sky went from black to pink to orange to blue in the space of twenty minutes and the sunrise was so fast that if you blinked you missed the best part.

Amba saw the basket. On the road. In the dust. The basket that should not have been there because baskets do not appear on roads at dawn without reason, and the reason was either mundane (someone dropped it) or extraordinary (someone placed it), and the placing was the thing that made Amba stop the caravan.

She climbed down. Walked to the basket. Looked inside.

A baby. Dark eyes. Silent. Looking up at Amba with the particular calm of a baby that has traveled between kingdoms in a jute basket and that has landed, somehow, on a dusty road in front of a Nat caravan and that is now being looked at by a woman whose face is the first face it will remember.

There was a letter. In old Prakrit. Amba could not read old Prakrit — Nat performers were not schooled in ancient languages, Nat performers were schooled in the practical arts: singing, dancing, juggling, the crafts of survival that required the body more than the mind. She could read the modern script — enough to recognise that the letter was important, that the letter was addressed to whoever found the baby, that the letter was a mother's last words.

She picked up the baby. The baby was warm — too warm for the cool dawn air, the warmth coming from inside, from the particular heat that Amba would later learn was not fever but power, the Dwar Shakti radiating from the infant's body like heat from a just-extinguished lamp.

"Devraj," she said. "Come here."

Devraj came. Looked. Saw the baby. Saw the basket. Saw the letter. Saw the dust road stretching in both directions with no sign of whoever had left this cargo.

"We can't take a baby," he said. "We can barely feed the troupe."

"We're taking the baby."

"Amba—"

"Look at her, Devraj. Look at her face. She's ours."

Devraj looked. The baby looked back. The dark eyes. The silent mouth. The warmth.

"She's ours," he agreed. Because Devraj agreed with Amba in all things that mattered, and the things that mattered were always the things that Amba decided mattered, and this — this baby in this basket on this road — mattered.

They named her on the fortieth day, in the tradition of the Nat families, under the stars of the Vasishtha sky, with the troupe gathered around the campfire and the eldest woman of the troupe — Devraj's mother, Badi Amma — reading the stars and choosing the name.

Ritu.

The name meant: season. The name meant: the right time. The name meant: this child arrived when she was meant to arrive, in the season she was meant to arrive, and the arriving was the destiny.

Ritu Natraj. The baby in the basket. The Door-Keeper on the road.

The last.


  
    Chapter 1: Rangmanch (The Stage)

    
    
  
  Ritu Natraj had performed hundreds of times — almost since the day she could stand — but her heart still hammered like a dholak player losing tempo as the caravan rolled into Haldipura.

The town was unremarkable. A market town in the Vasishtha Rajya, the kind of town that existed because two trade roads crossed and someone had built a chai stall at the intersection and the chai stall had attracted a blacksmith and the blacksmith had attracted a temple and the temple had attracted a bazaar and the bazaar had attracted the particular human density that transforms a crossroads into a place with a name. Haldipura. The town of turmeric. Named for the crop that turned the surrounding fields the particular shade of dusty gold that made the landscape look like it had been painted by a deity with a limited palette and a generous hand.

But tonight, Haldipura was not unremarkable. Tonight, Haldipura was the town where Ritu Natraj would perform the lead role for the first time.

The first time. Sixteen years of watching from the wings — sixteen years of playing the servant girl, the village woman, the voiceless figure in the background whose job was to hold a prop and look present — and tonight she would be Rani Kasturi. The Warrior Queen. The woman who fought the Mayavi Rani and won. The role that Noor had played for three years and that Noor had surrendered not because Noor wanted to surrender it but because Noor was six months pregnant with her second child and the Warrior Queen's costume did not accommodate a belly and the performance's climactic sword fight was, according to Mata Ashwini the midwife in the last town, "an excellent way to deliver a baby two months early."

Reins held loose in her hands, Ritu sat next to Papa on the driver's bench. The wagon jolted over a rut and her teeth clacked together. The oxen — Motu and Chhotu, the names as inevitable for a pair of oxen as Gauri and Shankar for a pair of anything — plodded with the resigned patience of animals who had been pulling this wagon since before Ritu was born and who would continue pulling it until their joints gave or the road ended, whichever came first.

"Nervous?" Papa asked. Devraj Natraj — Dev to the troupe, Papa to his children, "that tall Nat fellow" to the towns they passed through — was a man whose face had been designed for kindness. Wide forehead, soft eyes, the moustache that drooped at the ends in the style of Rajasthani men who believed that the direction of a moustache indicated the direction of the soul: upward for pride, downward for gentleness. Papa's moustache pointed firmly earthward.

"I'm not nervous," Ritu said. "I'm prepared."

"The two are not mutually exclusive."

"Papa, I've rehearsed this role since I was twelve. I know every line, every gesture, every breath. If the audience throws rotten vegetables, it won't be because I forgot anything."

"The audience in Haldipura doesn't throw vegetables. They throw chappals. Their vegetables are too expensive."

Something bumped Ritu's back and she startled.

"Might as well open this now," Amba said through the wagon's open window. Amba Natraj — Mama to no one's face and everyone's understanding — was the kind of woman whose presence preceded her by approximately three minutes. You knew Amba was coming before you saw her, the way you knew a monsoon was coming before you felt the rain: by the change in atmospheric pressure, by the particular shift in the behavior of everyone around her, by the birds going quiet. She was leaning over Ritu's bunk with a rare smile — the rare smile, the one that involved both sides of her mouth instead of the skeptical half that was her default — holding a package wrapped in brown paper and tied with jute string.

"Happy birthday, meri jaan."

Papa chuckled and took the reins. Presents were rare. The Natraj troupe made enough coin to eat and enough to mend the wagons and enough to feed the oxen and not enough for anything that could be called extra, the particular economics of traveling performers in the Vasishtha Rajya being: survival, always and only survival, with occasional bursts of almost-prosperity followed by immediate returns to baseline.

"Thank you, Mama." Ritu took the package and tore into it. Her fingers found fabric — shiny fabric, the kind of fabric that reflected light and that therefore cost more than the dull fabrics that the troupe normally wore and that was therefore an extravagance and therefore a love-offering, the economics of fabric being the economics of affection in families that measured love in what they could sew.

She pulled it out.

An emerald-green lehenga. The fabric shimmered — not the cheap shimmer of synthetic cloth but the deep shimmer of silk, actual silk, the silk that came from the workshops in Patnagari and that cost more per metre than the troupe earned in a day. The choli was fitted, the neckline rounded, the chest embroidered with gold zari work forming a pattern of sunflowers — sunflowers that Ritu didn't recognise as significant but that were, she would later learn, the symbol of a kingdom she didn't know existed.

The skirt was full — not the modest fullness of everyday ghagras but the performance fullness, the fullness that spun, the fullness that caught the firelight and turned a girl into a queen.

"You only turn sixteen once," Papa said, and his moustache twitched in the way it twitched when he was trying not to cry. "Mama and Noor worked on it for two months."

Noor had been the troupe's seamstress since Lakku married her four years ago — Noor, who had left a settled life in Barmer to join a traveling Nat family, a decision that her own family still considered evidence of either madness or love, and since Noor's family did not believe in love as a basis for major life decisions, they had settled on madness.

"It's perfect for Rani Kasturi," Ritu said, and she meant it with every thread.

"The sword belt attaches here." Noor's voice came from inside the wagon — she was lying on the bunk, the pregnancy making standing optional and lying mandatory, her hand reaching through the window to point at a loop sewn into the lehenga's waistband. "I reinforced it. The last costume couldn't hold the sword and the audience could see it wobble."

"A wobbling sword is not regal," Amba said.

"A wobbling sword is comedy," Ritu said. "And this is a tragedy."

"All Nat performances are comedies," Amba said. "Even the tragedies. Because the audience laughs when we cry and cries when we laugh and the confusion is the art."

 * 

Haldipura's market square was the performance space. No stage — the troupe rarely had time or materials for a proper stage, and the Vasishtha Rajya's towns were accustomed to ground-level performance, the audience standing or squatting in a semicircle, the performers using the grass as their stage and the sky as their backdrop.

By the time the sun was setting — the particular Vasishtha sunset, orange and enormous, the sun dropping behind the turmeric fields like a coin dropping into a well — the troupe had set up. Lakku's wagon served as the backstage barrier, painted with the troupe's name in faded Devanagari: NATRAJ NATAK MANDALI. Devraj's voice boomed through the market square, drawing the crowd.

"Ladies and gentlemen, bhaiyon aur behno, prepare yourselves for a tale of love and betrayal, of queens and sorceresses, of swords and stars..."

Ritu was in the wagon. Changing into the emerald lehenga. The fabric slid over her skin — cool, the silk carrying the particular temperature of evening, the chill that said: the sun is going and the performance is coming and the two events are connected because Nat performances happen in the space between day and night, in the liminal hour, the hour that belongs to neither the sun nor the moon but to the stories.

Amba checked her makeup. The makeup was traditional — the kajal thick, the face powdered white (the irony of dark-skinned performers whitening their faces to play queens was not lost on Ritu, but the tradition was the tradition and the tradition was older than irony), the lips reddened with kumkum, the whole effect transforming Ritu from a sixteen-year-old Nat girl into something that approximated royalty in the particular way that performance approximates reality: convincingly enough for the audience, unconvincingly enough for the performer.

"Ritu." Amba's voice was the low voice, the not-performance voice, the voice that meant the words were real. "Use your gift."

The word — gift — hung in the air the way incense hangs in a temple: present, fragrant, slowly dissipating. Amba had never called Ritu gifted before. Amba had called Ritu stubborn (daily), dramatic (hourly), exhausting (every other word), but never gifted. The gifting was — Ritu felt it in her chest, the particular warmth that comes from a parent's unexpected praise, the warmth that is more warming than any fabric.

"I will, Mama."

Outside, the crowd was gathering. Ritu could hear them — the rustle of bodies finding positions, the murmur of conversations, the particular pre-performance energy of a crowd that is about to be entertained and that is, in its anticipation, already halfway to entertainment.

Lakku was first. The entrance — the villain's entrance, because in the Natraj Natak Mandali's version of Rani Kasturi, the Mayavi Rani appeared first, establishing the threat before the hero countered it. Lakku was good — Lakku was, truthfully, the troupe's best performer, the kind of performer who could make an audience hate him in three seconds and love him in five, the emotional range of a man who had been performing since birth and whose body was an instrument tuned to the particular frequency of crowd response.

Then Ritu's cousin Suraj — playing the King, the role that required height and voice and very little actual acting, the King being the kind of role that existed primarily so that the Queen would have someone to be married to and someone to rescue and someone to deliver the line "My Queen, the kingdom is saved" at the end while the Queen did all the actual saving.

Then Ritu.

She entered from behind the wagon. The crowd — perhaps two hundred people, the population of Haldipura minus the infants and the elderly and the particular subset of townsfolk who refused to watch Nat performances on principle (the principle being: Nats are low-caste, their art is vulgar, their presence is pollution, the particular cruelty of a society that watched the art and despised the artist) — the crowd saw the emerald lehenga first. The fabric caught the torchlight — the firelight from the four mashaals that Lakku had planted in the ground, the traditional Nat performance lighting, the fire that was both illumination and danger, the particular aesthetic of a performance that could, if a performer stepped wrong, result in a singed costume.

Then they saw Ritu.

Sixteen. Dark eyes — the particular dark that was not brown but something deeper, the dark that people in the towns sometimes commented on, the dark that Amba deflected with "she takes after her father's mother" and that Devraj deflected with silence, because both parents knew that Ritu's eyes did not come from either of their families and that the origin of Ritu's eyes was the question they had agreed, sixteen years ago, never to answer.

She spoke the first line. Rani Kasturi's first line — the line that the role demanded and that every actress who had played the role had delivered in the traditional way, with the chin up and the voice pitched to reach the last row.

"I am Kasturi. I was born in fire and I will die in fire and between the fires I will rule."

The audience was quiet. The particular quiet that means: we are listening. Not the bored quiet, not the confused quiet. The listening quiet. The quiet that every performer lives for, the quiet that says: you have us. Proceed.

Ritu proceeded.

The performance was — Ritu felt it happening, the way athletes describe the zone, the particular state of consciousness where the body and the mind and the story merge and the performer is no longer performing but being, the being that is the highest form of the art and that cannot be taught but only accessed, the door that opens when the preparation meets the moment.

She fought the Mayavi Rani (Lakku, in the sorceress's black robes, the fake sword connecting with Ritu's fake sword in the choreographed sequence that they had rehearsed two hundred times and that was, tonight, executing perfectly — the clang of wood on wood, the spin, the duck, the particular physicality that made the fight look real even though both combatants knew exactly where each blow would land). She wept for the kidnapped King (the tears that Ritu could summon at will — real tears, not glycerine, the particular talent of a performer who could access emotion the way a musician accesses notes: deliberately, precisely, the emotion arriving when called). She rallied her army (the army being Suraj and two cousins with wooden shields, the three of them representing the ten thousand soldiers that the story required and that the budget did not accommodate).

And then — the climax.

The moment in the story when Rani Kasturi confronts the Mayavi Rani for the final time. The moment when the Queen must reach deep — deeper than sword-skill, deeper than strategy, deeper than the royal authority that is her birthright — and find the power that defeats evil not through violence but through truth.

Ritu spoke the line: "I am the door between what was and what will be. I am the border. I am the boundary. I am the passage."

The words were from the script. The words were the traditional words, the words that every Rani Kasturi had spoken in every version of the play performed by every Nat troupe in the Vasishtha Rajya. The words were ordinary.

But what happened next was not ordinary.

Ritu felt it — in her chest, in her hands, in the space behind her eyes. A pulling. Not a muscle-pulling, not a physical pulling. A pulling at the air itself, as if the air in front of her was fabric and her mind was fingers and the fingers were finding the seam and the seam was asking to be opened.

The air shimmered.

The shimmer was — Ritu saw it and the seeing was like seeing a colour for the first time, like seeing a colour that had always been there but that her eyes had not known how to register until this moment, this exact moment, on this stage that was not a stage, in this town that was not important, in this body that was sixteen years old and that was, without Ritu's knowledge or consent, doing something that should have been impossible.

The shimmer became a line. A vertical line, glowing faintly gold. The gold of — Ritu didn't know what. The gold of something old. The gold of something that had been waiting.

The audience gasped. The gasp was the collective gasp — two hundred people inhaling simultaneously, the sound that an audience makes when the special effect exceeds expectations and when the audience has decided that the special effect is, in fact, a special effect, because what else could it be? The Nats were known for their tricks — smoke and mirrors and the particular stagecraft that substituted for the court magic that Nat troupes were forbidden to use.

The line widened. For a fraction of a second — a heartbeat, less than a heartbeat — the line became an opening, and through the opening Ritu saw: a garden. A garden that was not the market square and not the turmeric fields and not any garden she had ever seen. A garden where sunflowers grew — enormous sunflowers, the kind that don't exist in the Vasishtha Rajya, the kind that grow only in stories and in the memories of a kingdom that was destroyed sixteen years ago.

Then the line closed. The shimmer vanished. The air was air again.

The audience cheered. The cheering was the cheering of an audience that had witnessed an excellent trick — the best trick they'd seen from a Nat troupe, perhaps the best trick they'd ever seen — and that was applauding the craft, not knowing that no craft had been involved, that what they had witnessed was not a trick but a door, and the door was real, and the door had been opened by a sixteen-year-old girl who did not know she could open doors.

Ritu finished the performance. She spoke the remaining lines — the victory lines, the resolution lines, the "My Queen, the kingdom is saved" line delivered by Suraj — but the speaking was automatic, the body performing while the mind was elsewhere, the mind in the space where the shimmer had been, the mind asking: what was that? What did I do? What was the garden? Why sunflowers?

After — after the crowd dispersed and the coin was collected (good haul, Amba's expression said, the expression of a woman who counted coin the way farmers counted rain: obsessively, gratefully, with the understanding that the next drought was always imminent) and the mashaals were doused and the wagons were being prepared for the night — Noor found Ritu.

Noor, who had been watching from inside Lakku's wagon. Noor, whose view of the performance had been from a particular angle — the angle that was not the audience's angle but the performer's angle, the angle from behind, the angle that saw the performer's body instead of the performer's face.

"Ritu." Noor's voice was quiet. Not the quiet of calm — the quiet of someone who was managing a large emotion with inadequate tools.

"Did you see it?" Ritu asked. Because if anyone had seen it — not the trick, not the shimmer-as-stagecraft — but the real thing, the door, the opening — it would be Noor, who watched from behind and who noticed what the audience missed.

"I saw your hands," Noor said. "Your hands were — Ritu, your hands were glowing. Not like fire. Like — like the light was coming from inside your skin. From your palms. The gold light. And then the air opened and I saw — I saw the garden."

"You saw the garden."

"The sunflowers."

"You saw the sunflowers."

"Ritu, what was that?"

Ritu didn't know. Ritu didn't know what the shimmer was or what the garden was or why the sunflowers had been there or why her hands had glowed or what the pulling feeling was or how to make it happen again or how to make it not happen again. Ritu didn't know anything except: the air had opened. And she had opened it. And the opening had felt — not wrong. Not frightening. Not unnatural. The opening had felt like coming home. Like walking through a door that she had always known was there but had never been able to see.

"Don't tell Mama," Ritu said.

"Ritu—"

"Promise me, Noor. Don't tell Mama. Not yet. Not until I understand."

Noor looked at her — the look of a woman who was carrying one secret (the pregnancy that made her ribs ache) and was now being asked to carry another (the golden shimmer that had turned the air into a door) and who was calculating, in the particular mathematics of a Natraj family member, the cost-benefit of the carrying.

"I promise," Noor said. "But, Ritu — your mother will find out. Amba always finds out."

"Amba always finds out" was the Natraj family's universal law. More reliable than gravity. More predictable than sunrise. The law that governed all attempts at secrecy within the troupe and that had a perfect success rate.

But tonight — tonight, Ritu needed the secret to hold. Just for one night. One night to sit in the wagon and look at her hands — the hands that had glowed, the hands that had opened a door — and to wonder what she was.

What she was becoming.

What she had always been.


  
    Chapter 2: Shakti Ka Jaagna (The Awakening)

    
    
  
  Ritu did not sleep.

The not-sleeping was not unusual — Nat performers kept irregular hours, the particular schedule of people whose workday began at sundown and whose adrenaline did not subside until well after midnight, the body still humming with the residual electricity of performance long after the last audience member had wandered home. But this not-sleeping was different. This was the not-sleeping of a mind that had encountered something it could not categorise and that was, in the absence of a category, cycling — the same images, the same questions, the same golden shimmer playing on a loop behind her closed eyes.

The shimmer. The line. The opening. The sunflowers.

She lay in her bunk — the narrow bunk in Mama and Papa's wagon, the bunk that was too short for her now (she'd grown three inches in the last year, the particular adolescent growth that happened to Nat girls later than to settled girls, the delayed growth that the troupe's irregular meals produced) and that smelled of camphor and old cotton and the particular must of a wagon that had been traveling the Vasishtha roads for thirty years and that had absorbed, in its wood, the dust and heat and spice of every town it had passed through.

She held her hands up. In the dark. The hands that had glowed.

They were not glowing now. They were ordinary hands — sixteen-year-old hands, callused from rope-climbing and wagon-driving and the particular manual labour that Nat life demanded, nails trimmed short for performance, the henna from last week's wedding show fading to orange on the fingertips. Ordinary hands.

But they had opened a door.

At dawn — the Vasishtha dawn, pink-to-orange-to-blue in twenty minutes, the sunrise that was the subcontinent's fastest — Ritu climbed out of the wagon. The camp was stirring. Lakku was feeding the oxen. Noor was at the cookfire, making chai (Noor's chai was adequate, Amba's chai was excellent, and the difference between the two was the difference between a woman who cooked because she had to and a woman who cooked because the cooking was her art — Amba's chai involved a sequence of gestures so precise that watching her make it was itself a performance). The cousins were loading equipment. Papa was checking the wagon's axle — the left axle, the one that had been threatening to crack since Jodhpura and that Papa addressed with the particular optimism of a man who believed that speaking kindly to wood would convince it not to break.

Amba was not visible. Amba was in the wagon. Amba in the morning was a force that required containment and that was, by mutual family agreement, not engaged with until after the first chai.

Ritu took her chai from Noor. The exchange was — Noor's eyes met hers. The look. The we-share-a-secret look. The look that said: I haven't told anyone. The look that also said: you need to figure this out.

Ritu drank the chai and walked to the river.

The river was — not a proper river. A nadi, the locals called it — a seasonal stream that was full in monsoon and half-hearted in winter and, in the current season (the tail end of the hot months, the weeks before monsoon when the land was at its driest and the streams at their lowest), a trickle. Enough water to wash in, enough to fill the water-skins, not enough to bathe properly, the particular water-scarcity that defined Vasishtha Rajya living and that made every water source a negotiation between need and availability.

She knelt at the bank. The water was warm — river water in the Vasishtha's hot season was always warm, the sun heating the shallow flow to a temperature that was closer to chai than to refreshment. She cupped water in her hands. Washed her face. The water ran down her chin, her neck, the front of her kurta.

And she felt it again.

The pulling. Not in her chest this time — in her hands. In the palms, specifically, in the particular centre of the palms where the lines converged, where the fortune-tellers in the market towns claimed to read destinies in the patterns of skin. The pulling was — specific. Directional. As if the air in front of her had a seam and the seam was calling to her hands and the calling was: open me.

Ritu looked at the air in front of her. The air was — air. Transparent, warm, carrying the smell of dust and dry grass and the distant campfire and the particular morning-smell of the Vasishtha plains, which was the smell of a landscape preparing for heat, the landscape bracing.

But there — she could see it now. Not with her ordinary vision. With a different vision — a vision that was like seeing heat-shimmer on the road but intentional, a vision that showed her what was behind the visible, the invisible seam that ran through the air like a thread through fabric.

She raised her hands. The palms faced the seam. The pulling intensified — the palms warming, the warmth not unpleasant but startling, the particular heat that she had felt on stage but that was, here, in the morning, by the river, with no audience and no torchlight and no performance, undeniable.

The seam began to glow. Faintly. Gold. The gold of — sunflowers? The gold of — she didn't know. The gold of something ancient.

The glow widened. The air was opening. She could see — through the opening, through the narrowest crack — something on the other side. A place. Not this place. A different place. Green. Impossibly green. The green of a garden that had been watered and tended and loved, the green that did not exist in the Vasishtha Rajya's dry season.

"Ritu."

Papa's voice. Behind her. Close.

The seam snapped shut. The glow vanished. The air was air. Her hands dropped to her sides.

She turned. Devraj was standing at the top of the riverbank. His face was — Ritu read faces the way musicians read notes, the performer's training that made every facial expression a text to be decoded — and Papa's face was saying: I saw.

"Papa, I—"

"Come." He held out his hand. The hand that was — she noticed now — trembling. Not the tremor of age (Papa was forty-eight, not old by any measure) but the tremor of a man who was seeing something he had been expecting to see and dreading to see for sixteen years.

She climbed the bank. Took his hand. The hand was warm and rough — the hand of a man who drove wagons and built stages and carried props and whose body was the tool that his life required. But the hand was trembling.

He led her away from the camp. Not far — fifty paces, to the spot under the neem tree where the oxen were not tethered and the cousins were not loading and the particular privacy that a Nat camp could offer, which was not much (privacy in a traveling troupe was a theoretical concept, the troupe being a family and the family being a unit that operated on the principle of total transparency, the principle that said: everyone knows everything about everyone, and the knowing is the safety and the safety is the family).

He sat on a root. She sat next to him.

"Your birth mother," he said. "Had a gift."

The sentence — the sentence was — Ritu heard it and the hearing was the hearing of a thing she had known and not known, the particular half-knowledge that adopted children carry: the knowledge that there is a before and that the before is not this, and the not-this is not discussed, not because the not-discussing is cruel but because the not-discussing is the agreement, the contract that says: you are ours and the ours-ness is the whole story.

"You've never told me about my birth mother."

"No."

"Sixteen years."

"Sixteen years."

"Why now?"

"Because now you're doing the thing she did. And the doing means the hiding is over."

Devraj told her. Not all of it — not the fire, not the soldiers, not the kingdom burning, because Devraj did not know all of it. What Devraj knew was this: sixteen years ago, on a road in the Vasishtha Rajya at dawn, he and Amba had found a basket. In the basket: a baby. In the basket with the baby: a letter. The letter was in old Prakrit — a script that neither Devraj nor Amba could read, a script that belonged to — somewhere else. Somewhere that was not the Vasishtha Rajya. Somewhere that was, in the letter's strange characters, unreachable.

"We kept the letter," Devraj said. "We couldn't read it, but we kept it. Your mother — Amba — she put it in the trunk. The green trunk. The one that has the lock."

"The lock that doesn't work."

"The lock works. The key is lost. There's a difference."

"Papa."

"The letter is in the trunk. I will give it to you. But, Ritu — the letter is not the important thing. The important thing is what you did last night and what you were doing at the river just now."

"I don't know what I'm doing."

"I know you don't. That's what frightens me."

"Is it — is it magic? The Shakti?"

The word — Shakti — was loaded. In the Vasishtha Rajya, Shakti was the province of the court mages, the Rajvidya practitioners who trained at the Academy in the capital and who were licensed by the High Throne to practice their art. Shakti was regulated. Shakti was controlled. Shakti was, for people who were not court-sanctioned mages, illegal.

And for Nats — for the traveling performers, the lowest caste — Shakti was death. The High Throne's law was explicit: wild magic users (the term for anyone who wielded Shakti without court sanction) were to be reported, detained, and — the law's language was bureaucratic but the meaning was clear — eliminated. The wild magic purges had happened three times in Ritu's lifetime. She had been too young to remember the first two, but the third — seven years ago, when she was nine — she remembered. She remembered the Rakshak soldiers passing through, asking questions, checking hands for the particular calluses that magical practice produced (the calluses were a myth, but the checking was real, and the checking was the terror). She remembered Amba hiding the family in a barn for three days. She remembered the silence.

"It's Shakti," Devraj confirmed. "Your birth mother had it. You have it. The Shakti of — I don't know the name. But the Shakti that opens doors. The air — the air opens when you tell it to. I've seen it twice now. Last night on the stage and this morning at the river."

"Mama can't know."

"Ritu, your mother knows everything. She knew you were different from the day we found you. She's been waiting for this. She's been dreading this."

"Dreading."

"Because the gift is the danger. The gift is what the Rakshak hunt. The gift is what the High Throne fears. And your mother's only job — her only job, since the day she picked you out of that basket — has been to keep you alive. And the keeping-alive requires that the gift stays hidden."

"It opened on stage, Papa. In front of two hundred people."

"They thought it was a trick."

"And next time? If it opens again? If it opens bigger? If someone who isn't a Haldipura farmer sees it?"

Devraj was quiet. The quiet of a man who was calculating — not numbers but risks, the particular risk-assessment that Nat families performed constantly, the constant calculation of: is this town safe? Is this road safe? Is this audience safe? The calculation that was the Nat family's survival algorithm and that was now being applied to a new variable: a daughter who could open doors in the air.

"We don't perform for a while," he said.

"Papa, performing is how we eat."

"We'll find other work. Noor can do alterations in the towns. Lakku can do manual labour. I can—"

"You can't stop performing. The troupe is the troupe because it performs. Without the performing, we're just — we're just Nats with wagons."

"Being Nats with wagons is safer than being Nats with a magic-wielder."

"I can learn to control it."

"Can you?"

"I don't know. But I can try. At the river — it stopped when you spoke. It stopped. It responds to — to something. Concentration. Intent. It's not random. It's connected to me. To my — to my emotions, maybe. On stage it happened during the climax. At the river it happened when I was focused. It's not involuntary. It's — it's mine."

"Yours." Devraj said the word the way he said the words of the performances: carefully, with the understanding that words are things and things have weight. "The Shakti is yours. But the consequences are all of ours. The family's. The troupe's. If the Rakshak discover you, they don't just take you. They take us. All of us."

"I know."

"So the controlling must happen fast. And the controlling must happen in secret. And until the controlling is complete — no performing."

"Papa—"

"No performing."

He stood. The conversation was over — not because the topic was exhausted but because Devraj had reached the edge of what he could discuss. The edge was: the letter, the gift, the danger. Beyond the edge was: everything else. The questions Ritu had never asked and that Devraj had never answered. Who was my birth mother? Where did I come from? Why was I in a basket on a road? Where is the kingdom that the letter came from?

The questions that were now — because the golden shimmer was real and the door was real and the hands that opened it were hers — urgent.

"The letter," she said. "Can I have the letter?"

"Tonight. When your mother is asleep."

"She sleeps?"

"Briefly. Between midnight and two AM. It's our only window."

"For sixteen years you've been timing Mama's sleep cycle."

"For forty-eight years, Ritu. Since the day I met her. The timing of your mother's sleep is the most important data I possess."

The almost-laugh — the laugh that wanted to happen but couldn't, because the conversation was too heavy for laughing but the heaviness had produced, in its pressure, the particular diamond of humour that appears when humans are pressed beyond their capacity for seriousness.

Ritu went back to the camp. Drank more chai (Noor's adequate chai, which was, this morning, more than adequate — the warmth was the thing, the warmth that said: you are here, you are in the camp, the oxen are being fed and the cookfire is going and the morning is proceeding and the proceeding is the safety). Helped Lakku load the props. Oiled the wagon wheels. Performed the particular morning tasks of a Nat performer who was also a daughter who was also a sister who was also a cousin who was also, she now knew, a Door-Keeper.

A Door-Keeper. The words felt — she tried them on, the way she tried on costumes. The words fit. The words fit the way the emerald lehenga had fit: not perfectly, not yet, but with the promise of perfection, with the understanding that the fitting would improve with wearing and the wearing would improve with time.

The caravan moved. The oxen pulled. The wagons creaked. The road stretched — the Vasishtha Rajya's roads, the dusty, rutted, sun-baked roads that connected the towns and that were, for the Nat families, home. Not the towns — the roads. The Nats did not belong to the towns. The Nats belonged to the spaces between the towns, the movement, the perpetual transit that was their identity and their freedom and their cage.

Ritu sat in the back of the wagon. Alone. The letter in the green trunk — she could feel it now, the way she could feel the seams in the air. The letter was — calling. Not literally. Not the way the seam called. But the letter was there and the there-ness was a pull and the pull was: read me. Know me. Open me.

The Dwar Shakti in her palms hummed.

She was the door. The door was her.

And the door was waking up.


  
    Chapter 3: Leela Ka Jungle (Leela's Forest)

    
    
  
  The forest near Chitrakoot was the kind of forest that existed in two versions simultaneously: the version that the maps showed (a green patch, labelled "Vanvasi Settlement Area," the bureaucratic designation that reduced a living, breathing, root-tangled, canopy-thick, animal-populated ecosystem to a coloured splotch on parchment) and the version that Leela knew, which was the real version, the version that smelled of wet earth and neem bark and the particular fungal sweetness of decomposing leaves, the version that sounded like cicadas and bulbuls and the distant percussion of a woodpecker who had been attacking the same sal tree since before Leela was born and who showed no signs of stopping.

Leela was seventeen, and she had never left the forest.

This was not unusual for Vanvasi girls — the forest-dwelling people lived in the forest, the living being total and the forest being sufficient. Leela's village — unnamed on the maps but called Haritpur by its forty-three residents, the name meaning "green place," which was both accurate and redundant, since everything in the forest was green and everything green was the forest — had everything a person needed: water (the stream that ran through the village's centre, clear in winter, muddy in monsoon, entirely absent in the worst of summer), food (the gardens that the Vanvasi women cultivated between the trees, the particular agriculture of a people who farmed not by clearing the forest but by collaborating with it, the plants growing between the roots, the crops climbing the trunks, the farming that was partnership rather than conquest), and community (forty-three people who knew each other's ailments, appetites, and arguments with the comprehensive intimacy that only very small communities achieve).

Leela's particular contribution to Haritpur was: growing things.

Not in the ordinary way. In the Shakti way. The Vanaspati Shakti — the Plant-Power, the ability to persuade a seed to germinate faster, a root to dig deeper, a vine to climb higher, the particular communion between a human hand and a green thing that was, in the Vanvasi tradition, the oldest form of Shakti, older than the court mages' flashy conjuring, older than the Rajvidya Academy's sanctioned spells, the Shakti that came from the earth and that returned to the earth and that required, from its wielder, not power but patience.

Leela's Shakti was modest. She could coax a tulsi plant from seed to flower in three days instead of three weeks. She could convince a reluctant vine to climb a trellis that it had been ignoring. She could grow a bandage's worth of aloe in the time it took Mata Ashwini to boil water. These were small Shaktis — the Shaktis of a healer-in-training, not the Shaktis of a warrior or a court mage or a Door-Keeper (though Leela did not know about Door-Keepers, because Door-Keepers were a thing from the Seventh Kingdom, and the Seventh Kingdom was a thing from history, and history was a thing that the High Throne had worked very hard to erase).

"The ashwagandha is not cooperating," Leela announced to the garden. The garden did not respond, because gardens do not respond to announcements, but the announcing was part of Leela's process — the talking-to-plants that was both Vanaspati practice and personal habit, the talking that Leela had been doing since she could speak, the talking that Mata Ashwini said was "the healer's way of introducing herself to the patient."

The ashwagandha — the plant, not the person (though Mata Ashwini's name also meant ashwagandha, the naming being the Vanvasi tradition of naming children after the plant that bloomed on their birth-day) — was refusing to fruit. The roots were healthy. The leaves were abundant. But the berries — the orange berries that were the plant's medicinal purpose, the berries that Leela needed for Mata's joint-pain tincture — were absent.

"You have everything you need," Leela told the plant. Her hands hovered over the leaves — not touching, hovering, the particular distance that Vanaspati Shakti required: close enough to feel the plant's energy, far enough to not impose. "Sunlight. Water. Soil that I personally composted. What more do you want?"

She pushed — gently. Not a physical push. A Shakti push. The particular channeling of energy from her palms into the plant's system, the energy that was not hers but the earth's, the energy that she borrowed and directed and that the plant received or refused depending on the plant's own assessment of whether the energy was welcome.

The ashwagandha considered. (Plants consider — Leela was certain of this. Not in the human way, not with words and logic, but in the plant way, with the slow, chemical deliberation of an organism that operates on a timeline measured in seasons rather than seconds.)

A berry appeared. Small. Green. Not yet orange. But present.

"Thank you," Leela said. "Was that so difficult?"

"Talking to your patients again?" The voice came from behind the neem tree — the massive neem tree that served as Haritpur's unofficial meeting point, the tree that was, by village consensus, approximately four hundred years old and that had, in its four centuries, seen everything that had happened in the forest and had responded to none of it, the tree's particular philosophy being: I am here. Things happen around me. I do not participate.

Omi emerged from behind the neem. Omkar Vanvasi — Omi to everyone, Omkar to his mother when she was angry (which was frequently, Omi being the kind of boy whose relationship with his mother was defined by her oscillation between exasperation and adoration, the oscillation occurring approximately every seven minutes). Eighteen. Tall — taller than any Vanvasi boy had a right to be, the height coming from his father's side (his father being a man who had been gone for four years on a military campaign and whose absence was the central fact of Omi's life, the absence that he managed by being present for everyone else, the compensation that psychologists would have identified as displacement and that Omi identified as: duty).

He was carrying a bow. The bow was — beautiful. Not the beauty of decoration but the beauty of function, the particular beauty of an object that has been designed for a single purpose and that fulfils that purpose with the minimum of material and the maximum of precision. The bow was sal wood, the wood that the Vanvasi preferred for its flexibility and its willingness to curve without breaking, the wood that was the forest's gift to the archer.

"I'm not talking to my patients," Leela said. "I'm negotiating with my patients. There's a difference."

"The difference is that negotiation implies the other party has a choice."

"Plants have choices. Plants choose to grow or not grow. Plants choose to fruit or not fruit. The ashwagandha chose to fruit because I asked nicely."

"You threatened it."

"I persuaded it. Persuasion is not threat."

"Your persuasion involves Shakti. Shakti-backed persuasion is — that's just threat with extra steps."

The argument was — the argument was their default mode. Leela and Omi argued the way other people breathed: constantly, unconsciously, the arguing being the particular communication style of two people who had known each other since the cradle and whose familiarity had produced not comfort but friction, the comfortable friction of two surfaces that were shaped for each other and that expressed the shaping through the rubbing.

Omi sat on the neem root. The sitting was — Leela noticed it, the way she noticed all things about Omi (the noticing being involuntary, the involuntary being the thing she would never admit) — the sitting was tired. Not the tiredness of physical exertion but the tiredness of a mind that had been working on a problem.

"The gongs sounded," he said.

Leela's hands went still over the ashwagandha. The gongs — the warning gongs, the gongs that the Vanvasi villages used to communicate danger across the forest, the particular system of sound that carried from village to village through the trees, the sound moving faster than a runner and more reliably than a messenger, the gongs that said: something is coming.

"When?"

"This morning. Before dawn. From the south villages. Padmpur first, then Ashokvan, then Nilgirisettlement. The pattern is — the pattern is a sweep. They're sweeping north."

"They."

"Rakshak. The High Throne's soldiers. They're doing another purge. Wild magic users. They're checking villages. Checking hands. Checking—" He stopped. Looked at her hands. The hands that were hovering over the ashwagandha. The hands that were, even now, faintly green at the fingertips — the particular mark of Vanaspati Shakti, the green that appeared when the channeling was active, the green that was as visible to anyone looking as a lit torch in a dark room.

"Your hands," he said.

Leela pulled her hands away from the plant. The green faded. But the fading was — the fading took time. The fading was not instant. The fading was the particular slow-dim of a Shakti that had been used frequently and that left residue, the residue that the Rakshak had been trained to detect.

"Mata," Leela said. "I need to tell Mata."

Mata Ashwini was in the hut. The hut that was — the village's healing centre, the place where Mata made her tinctures and poultices and the particular herbal preparations that the Vanvasi had been making for centuries and that the High Throne classified as "unregulated magical practice" and that Mata classified as "medicine, you bureaucratic imbeciles."

Mata Ashwini was seventy-two. She was not Leela's grandmother by blood — she was Leela's grandmother by the Vanvasi tradition of assigning elder-care relationships based on proximity and aptitude rather than genetics, the particular kinship system that said: this child shows healing talent, therefore the healer raises her. Mata had raised Leela since Leela's mother died (Leela was six, the dying was fever, the fever was the particular forest-fever that the Vanvasi endured every monsoon and that took, on average, one villager per season, the particular arithmetic of forest living that was brutal in its consistency).

"Mata." Leela entered the hut. The hut smelled of — everything. The particular olfactory assault of a healer's workspace: dried neem leaves (bitter, the bitterness that kills parasites and that makes tea undrinkable), turmeric paste (warm, golden, the smell that stained fingers and cured inflammation), ashwagandha root (earthy, the underground smell of a plant that keeps its power in its roots), and the particular base-note of woodsmoke that permeated everything in the forest, the smoke being the Vanvasi's constant companion, the smoke that cooked the food and warmed the nights and drove away the insects and that was, in its perpetual presence, the smell of home.

Mata was grinding. The grinding was — rhythmic. The stone mortar and stone pestle, the particular percussion of a healer preparing medicine, the sound that Leela had heard every day of her life and that was, like the woodpecker's attack on the sal tree, both background and essential.

"The gongs," Mata said. Without looking up. Because Mata heard everything — the gongs, the birds, the change in Leela's breathing when she entered the hut, the particular auditory intelligence of a woman who had survived seventy-two years in a forest by listening.

"Rakshak. Sweeping north."

"How far?"

"Nilgiri Settlement this morning. That's — twenty kilometres south. At their pace—"

"Two days. Maybe less if they have horses." Mata put down the pestle. Looked at Leela. The look was — the look of a woman who had survived three purges and who knew what the purges meant and who was calculating, with the particular mathematics of a survivor, the probability of surviving a fourth. "We leave."

"Leave Haritpur?"

"Leave the forest. The Rakshak know the southern villages. They'll learn the paths. The forest won't protect us this time."

"Where do we go?"

"Rajnagar. The capital."

The capital. Leela had never been to a city. Leela had never been to a town. Leela had been to the market at the forest's edge, once, when she was twelve, and the market had contained approximately fifty people and Leela had found the fifty people overwhelming and had retreated to the tree-line and had waited there until Mata finished trading herbs for salt and cloth and the particular necessities that the forest provided everything except.

"The capital has — the capital is where the High Throne is. The capital is where the Rakshak come from. You want to go to the place they come from?"

"The capital is also where they don't look. The Rakshak look in the villages. The Rakshak look in the forests. The Rakshak do not look in their own backyard. The capital has a million people. A million people is the best hiding place in the seven kingdoms."

"Mata, I can't—"

"You can. You will. We leave at dusk. Pack your healing kit. Pack light. The journey is six days on foot."

"On foot?"

"Unless you've grown a horse since yesterday."

Omi was at the hut's entrance. He had followed — of course he had followed, Omi's defining characteristic being that he was always where Leela was, the being-where-Leela-was being his full-time occupation, the occupation that he performed with the dedication that some men gave to their professions and that Omi gave to the particular task of existing in Leela's proximity.

"I'm coming," he said.

"You were not invited," Mata said.

"I'm self-inviting. The self-invitation is final."

"Your mother—"

"My mother will understand. My mother sent me to tell you about the gongs. My mother said: go with Mata and Leela. Protect them."

"I don't need protection," Leela said.

"Everyone needs protection. Even people who can grow ashwagandha berries through negotiation."

"That was persuasion."

"That was Shakti. And Shakti is what the Rakshak are hunting. And I have a bow and I know how to use it and the using is my contribution and the contribution is not negotiable."

Mata looked at Omi. The look was the look of a seventy-two-year-old woman assessing an eighteen-year-old boy, the assessment being: is he useful? Is he reliable? Will he fold under pressure? The assessment took approximately two seconds, because Mata Ashwini assessed people the way she assessed herbs: quickly, accurately, with the confidence of a lifetime of practice.

"You carry the water," Mata said.

"Done."

"And the food."

"Done."

"And you don't argue with me."

"I argue with everyone."

"You don't argue with me."

"I — fine. I don't argue with you."

"Good. We leave at dusk. Leela, pack your kit. Omi, fill the waterskins. I need to prepare medicines for the village — they'll need supplies after we go."

Leela packed. The healing kit — the leather pouch that Mata had given her on her fourteenth birthday, the pouch that contained the essentials: dried neem, turmeric, bandages (cotton, hand-woven, the Vanvasi weaving that was tighter and stronger than any mill-cloth), her healer's guide (a hand-copied manuscript that Mata had written over thirty years, the knowledge of three generations of Vanvasi healers compressed into forty pages of cramped Devanagari), and the seeds. Always the seeds. The seeds that were the Vanaspati Shakti wielder's most powerful tool — not because the seeds were magical but because the seeds were potential, the potential that the Shakti activated, the sleeping life that the healer's hands woke.

She packed clothes — sturdy leggings, a tunic that Mata had insisted on buying at the market (expensive, the expense justified by Mata's assertion that "if we must flee, we flee in clothes that do not tear at the first thorn"), boots that she had never worn (forest-dwellers walked barefoot, the feet knowing the ground the way the hands knew the plants, but Mata had bought the boots anyway, the buying being the preparation that Mata had been making for years, the preparation for the day when the gongs sounded and the leaving became necessary).

She looked at the hut. Her hut. The hut where she had lived since she was six, the hut that contained her bed (a raised platform, the mosquito net, the particular sleeping arrangement of forest-dwellers who had learned that sleeping close to the ground was an invitation to every crawling thing in the forest), her shelf (three books — the healer's guide, a collection of Vanvasi folk tales, and a manual on poisons that Mata had given her with the instruction: "Know the poisons so you can cure them, not so you can use them"), and the leaf collage on the wall.

The leaf collage. Omi had made it. Last autumn. He had gathered leaves — the biggest in back, the smallest in front, all the scarlet and apricot shades of the forest's October transformation — and had arranged them and had used some small, modest Shakti that he would never admit to having (Omi's Shakti was tiny, barely a whisper, just enough to keep leaves from browning, just enough to preserve colour) to keep them from fading.

The collage was beautiful. The collage was also evidence — evidence that Omi cared, evidence that the caring was specific, evidence that the specificity was: Leela. The collage said what Omi's words never said, because Omi's words were arguments and deflections and the particular verbal fencing that was his way of not-saying the thing that the collage said.

Leela left the collage on the wall. You can't carry everything.

At dusk, they left. Mata, Leela, Omi. Three people walking out of a forest that had been home for generations, walking south to go north, taking the river-path that avoided the main tracks, the path that the Vanvasi used when they didn't want to be found.

The forest closed behind them. The neem tree watched them go. The ashwagandha, in the garden, bore its single green berry.

The berry would be orange by the time they returned.

If they returned.


  
    Chapter 4: Rajpath (The King's Road)

    
    
  
  The Rajpath — the King's Road, the main artery of the Vasishtha Rajya, the road that connected every town worth connecting and that ignored every village not worth the stone — was not a road that Nat families trusted.

The Rajpath was wide. The Rajpath was maintained. The Rajpath had, at irregular intervals, checkpoints manned by soldiers whose job was to ensure that the people using the road were the people permitted to use the road, the permission being determined by a hierarchy that Ritu had understood since childhood: merchants (permitted, taxed), nobles (permitted, untaxed), court officials (permitted, saluted), and Nats (tolerated, watched, occasionally turned back if the town ahead had decided that Nat performers were unwelcome this season).

Today, the Rajpath had something new: Rakshak soldiers.

Ritu saw them before the caravan reached the checkpoint. The Rakshak were — distinctive. Where the regular soldiers wore the Vasishtha Rajya's brown and gold, the Rakshak wore black. The black of the High Throne's personal guard — not the local kingdom's soldiers but the central authority's enforcers, the men who answered not to the Vasishtha Raja but to the Ucch Singhasan itself, the men whose jurisdiction was the entire seven kingdoms and whose purpose was singular: control the Shakti.

There were four of them. Stationed at a checkpoint that had not been there two days ago (the caravan had passed this stretch of the Rajpath on their way to Haldipura, and the road had been empty, the emptiness being the normal state of a road between market towns). Four soldiers with the black uniforms and the particular stance of men who had been trained to detect what they couldn't see — the Shakti that hid in hands and eyes and voices, the wild magic that the High Throne had been hunting for decades.

"Papa." Ritu's voice was — she heard it and corrected it. The voice had been the frightened voice, the voice of a girl. She needed the other voice, the performer's voice, the voice that was whatever the situation required. "Rakshak."

Devraj saw them. His hands tightened on the reins — the tightening that was involuntary, the body's response to threat preceding the mind's assessment of the threat. Motu and Chhotu felt the tightening and slowed, the oxen's sensitivity to their driver's hands being the particular bond between animal and human that forty years of partnership produced.

"Amba," Devraj said. Quietly. Through the window. "Rakshak checkpoint. Four men. Half a kilometre."

Amba's face appeared at the window. The face was — calm. The terrifying calm of a woman whose response to danger was not panic but strategy, the particular composure that had kept the Natraj troupe alive through three purges and that was, Ritu now understood, the composure of a mother who had been expecting this day since she picked up a baby in a basket sixteen years ago.

"How many wagons ahead of us?" Amba asked.

"Three. A merchant caravan. They're being checked now."

"Good. Merchants take time. They have cargo to inspect. That gives us—" She calculated. The calculating was visible — the eyes moving, the lips slightly pursed, the particular facial expression of a woman who was computing variables: distance, time, number of soldiers, inspection speed, the probability of detection, the cost of turning back, the cost of going forward. "Seven minutes."

"What do we do in seven minutes?"

"Ritu comes inside. Ritu sits in the back. Ritu does not speak. Ritu does not move. Ritu does not—" She looked at Ritu. The look was — the look contained everything that Amba had never said about the baby in the basket and the gift that the baby carried and the sixteen years of watching and waiting and dreading. "Ritu does not feel."

"Mama, I can't not feel."

"You can perform not feeling. You're a performer. Perform calm. Perform nothing. Perform the blankest, most boring version of yourself. The Rakshak check hands — they look for calluses, they look for warmth, they look for the glow. If your hands are calm, they see nothing."

Ritu climbed inside the wagon. The wagon's interior was — the interior of her life: the bunks, the trunks, the costumes hanging from hooks, the props stacked in corners, the particular domestic archaeology of a family that lived in motion. She sat on the floor, between the bunks. Noor was on the top bunk — lying on her side, the pregnancy making every position a negotiation. Jai, Noor's three-year-old, was beside her, asleep, the sleep of a child who did not know that soldiers were on the road.

"Hands," Noor whispered. Reaching down. Taking Ritu's hands. Holding them. The holding was — strategic. Not comfort, though the comfort was there too. Noor's hands over Ritu's hands: a covering. If the soldiers looked inside, they would see a pregnant woman holding her sister-in-law's hands. The domestic tableau. The unthreatening image. The camouflage of femininity that Nat women had perfected over generations — the understanding that soldiers overlooked women who looked like they were doing women-things, and hand-holding was the most women-thing of all.

The wagon moved forward. Slowly. The merchant caravan was clearing the checkpoint — Ritu could hear the merchants' voices, the particular negotiations that happened at checkpoints: the explaining, the paper-showing, the occasional bribe that was not called a bribe but "road tax" or "inspection fee," the corruption that was so systematic it had its own vocabulary.

Then the Natraj caravan was at the checkpoint.

"Name and purpose." The Rakshak's voice was — professional. Not cruel, not kind. The voice of a man doing a job, the voice that was more frightening than cruelty because the professionalism meant the man would do the job thoroughly, the thoroughness being the danger.

"Devraj Natraj. Natraj Natak Mandali. Traveling performers. Moving north from Haldipura to Chandanpur." Papa's voice was — perfect. The performer's voice. The calm voice, the cooperative voice, the voice that said: we are harmless, we are ordinary, we are exactly what we appear to be.

"How many in the caravan?"

"Three wagons. Fourteen people. Including two children and a pregnant woman."

"Any Shakti users?"

The question. The question that the Rakshak asked at every checkpoint and that every person answered with the same word and that the word was always the same because any other word was death.

"No."

"We'll need to check."

The checking was — the checking was the procedure. The Rakshak's procedure: each person in the caravan must present their hands, palms up, for inspection. The Rakshak carried a detection device — a small brass instrument, the size of a compass, that reacted to Shakti residue. The device was — Ritu had heard about it but never seen it — sensitive enough to detect a Shakti discharge from the previous twenty-four hours. If a person had used Shakti in the last day, the device would glow. Blue for minor Shakti. Gold for significant. Red for — Ritu didn't know what red meant, but the not-knowing was itself a form of knowledge: red meant something that the High Throne considered dangerous enough to warrant a colour, and the colour red was never good.

The caravan's members filed out. One by one. Lakku first (hands out, device held over palms, no glow, cleared). Cousin Suraj (same). Cousin Priya (same). Uncle Hari (same). The children (exempt — children under twelve were not checked, the law's one concession to the impracticality of checking babies for magical residue). Noor (exempted — the pregnancy, the lying-down, the Rakshak's reluctance to make a pregnant woman stand, the particular exemption that motherhood provided and that Noor exploited with the efficiency of a woman who understood that pregnancy was, in addition to its biological function, a tactical advantage).

Then Ritu.

She stepped out of the wagon. Into the sunlight. The sunlight that was the Vasishtha Rajya's afternoon sunlight — harsh, direct, the light that illuminated everything and hid nothing, the light under which deception was hardest and truth was most visible.

"Hands." The Rakshak. Not the one who had spoken to Papa — a different one, younger, the young ones being the thorough ones, the young ones being the ones who had something to prove and who proved it through diligence.

Ritu extended her hands. Palms up.

The brass device hovered over her right palm. The device was — she could see it now, the compass-sized instrument, the surface etched with symbols she didn't recognise (court magic symbols, the Rajvidya scripts, the particular calligraphy of sanctioned magic that Nat performers were not taught and were not permitted to learn). The device hovered. The device was — was it her imagination or was the device trembling? The trembling of a mechanism that was detecting something, the way a compass trembles near north, the way a dowsing rod trembles near water.

The Dwar Shakti in her palms stirred. Not the full stirring — not the golden shimmer, not the door-opening. A whisper. The palms warming, the warmth that was the Shakti's signature, the heat that came from inside and that was — Ritu clenched her hands. The clenching was — perform calm, Mama had said. Perform nothing. Perform the blankest version. But the Shakti was not a thing that responded to performance. The Shakti was not audience. The Shakti was self. And the self was afraid, and the afraid was the Shakti's fuel, and the fuel was heating, and the heating was—

"Clear." The Rakshak moved on. The device had not glowed. The device had trembled — Ritu was sure she had seen it tremble — but it had not glowed. The trembling was not enough. The trembling was suspicion. The glowing was proof. And the Rakshak required proof.

But the younger Rakshak looked at her. The look lingered. The lingering was — three seconds, four, the particular duration that said: I noticed something. I don't know what. But I noticed.

He wrote something on a parchment. The writing was — Ritu couldn't read it from her position, but the writing was happening and the happening was documentation and the documentation was: a record. A note. A filing. The particular bureaucratic trail that the Rakshak maintained and that was, in its mundane way, as dangerous as any weapon: the record that said Natraj Natak Mandali, Haldipura to Chandanpur, sixteen-year-old female, device tremor but no glow, noted.

Noted.

"Move on," the senior Rakshak said. And the caravan moved.

The wagons creaked forward. Past the checkpoint. Past the soldiers. Past the brass device and the parchment and the younger Rakshak's lingering look. The caravan moved and the moving was — Ritu sat inside the wagon and her hands were trembling and the trembling was the aftershock, the body's delayed response to a threat that had passed but that had not, in passing, been eliminated.

"We leave the Rajpath," Amba said. From the front of the wagon. Her voice was — the same calm. The terrifying calm. "Tonight. We take the Kachcha road through the hills. Slower. Harder on the wagons. But no checkpoints."

"The Kachcha road goes north-east," Devraj said. "That's not toward Chandanpur."

"We're not going to Chandanpur."

"Where are we going?"

"Somewhere they don't look."

"Where don't they look?"

"I don't know yet. But the Rajpath is done. The main roads are done. From now on, we travel like Nats used to travel — before the roads, before the checkpoints, before the Rakshak. We travel the old way."

The old way. The way that Nat families had traveled before the kingdoms had paved roads and built checkpoints and organised the movement of people into the particular system of control that the High Throne called "order" and that the Nats called "the cage." The old way was: forest paths, dry riverbeds, the spaces between the places, the routes that maps didn't show because the routes were known only to the people who used them and the people who used them were the people that the maps were designed to ignore.

"Papa," Ritu said. From the back of the wagon. Her voice was — steady now. The steadiness of a decision made. "The letter. I need the letter. Now. Not tonight. Now."

Devraj reached under the driver's bench. The green trunk — small, the lock broken, the trunk that had traveled with the Natraj caravan for sixteen years and that contained, among the family papers and the coin savings and the identity documents that proved the Natrajs were a registered performing troupe and not vagrants (the distinction being important in a kingdom where the unregistered were subject to arrest), the letter.

He passed it back. Through the window. The letter was — Ritu took it and the taking was — the letter was old. The paper was thick, hand-made, the kind of paper that was not produced by mills but by hands, the particular paper that artisans made from cotton pulp and that was, in the Vasishtha Rajya, used only for important documents because the cost was prohibitive and the quality was permanent.

The script was — Ritu could not read it. The script was old Prakrit, the letters flowing in a way that the modern Devanagari did not flow, the curves and lines of an older writing system that had been obsolete for centuries everywhere except — somewhere. Somewhere that used old Prakrit. Somewhere that the letter had come from. Somewhere that the basket had come from. Somewhere that Ritu had come from.

She could not read the words. But she could feel them.

The Dwar Shakti in her palms responded to the letter the way a tuning fork responds to its matching frequency — a vibration, a resonance, the particular physical confirmation that said: this letter and this Shakti are related. This letter was written by someone who had the same power. This letter was written by someone who opened doors.

The feeling was — the feeling was not knowledge. The feeling was recognition. The feeling was: I know this. Not the words, not the meaning, not the content. The paper. The ink. The hand that held the pen. The hand that had the same warmth in its palms. The hand that opened doors.

"I need someone who can read this," Ritu said.

"Old Prakrit readers are — rare," Devraj said. "Court scholars. Temple priests. The Rajvidya Academy."

"All in the capital."

"All in the capital."

"Then that's where we're going."

"Ritu, the capital is the last place a Dwar Shakti wielder should go. The capital is where the Rakshak are headquartered. The capital is where the High Throne—"

"The capital is also where the answers are. And the answers are what I need. More than safety. More than hiding. The hiding is over, Papa. The hiding ended when the door opened on stage. I can't un-open it. I can't un-know it. I can only understand it. And understanding it requires—"

"The capital."

"The capital."

Amba's voice from the front: "We are not going to the capital."

"Mama—"

"We are going to the hills. We are going to the Kachcha road. We are going where there are no Rakshak and no checkpoints and no brass devices that tremble when my daughter walks past. We are going where you are safe."

"I'm not safe anywhere. The Shakti is in me. The Shakti goes where I go. The hiding keeps me alive but the hiding doesn't keep me safe. The only thing that keeps me safe is control. And control requires training. And training requires the capital."

The silence that followed was the silence of a family argument that had reached the point where both sides were right and both sides knew it and the knowing was the impasse.

Amba broke it: "We'll decide in the morning."

"We'll decide in the morning" was Amba's way of saying: I need time to stop being your mother and start being your strategist. The transformation required sleep. Or at least the pretence of sleep. And the pretence was what the family would give her, because the family understood that Amba's decisions were always better after the overnight processing that her mind performed, the particular computation that happened between "we'll decide in the morning" and the morning, the computation that produced, reliably, the correct answer.

The caravan turned off the Rajpath. Into the Kachcha roads — the unpaved tracks that wound through the scrubland between the Vasishtha's towns, the roads that were not roads but the memory of roads, the paths worn by generations of travelers who had chosen invisibility over convenience.

The wagons creaked. The oxen pulled. The dust rose. And in the back of the wagon, a sixteen-year-old girl held a letter she couldn't read and felt, in her palms, the warmth of a power she couldn't control, and the warmth said: you are the door. The door is you. And the door is going to the capital, whether your mother agrees or not.


  
    Chapter 5: Chitrakoot Ki Raat (Night in Chitrakoot)

    
    
  
  The two groups met at the river.

Not the grand rivers — not the Narmada or the Chambal or the rivers that the poets wrote about and that the maps named in large script. A tributary. A nameless tributary that threaded through the Chitrakoot hills like a vein through a body, the water shallow enough to wade and deep enough to fill a waterskin and clear enough, in the moonlight, to reflect the faces of the people standing on either bank.

On the south bank: Leela, Omi, and Mata Ashwini. Three days into their journey from Haritpur. Three days of forest paths and dry riverbeds and the particular exhaustion of people who had never traveled more than a day's walk from home and who were now learning that the world beyond the forest was larger and emptier and less green than anything they had imagined.

On the north bank: the Natraj caravan. Three wagons. Fourteen people. Two oxen who had been coaxed off the Kachcha road and onto the even kachcha-er tracks that wound through the Chitrakoot hills. Amba in the lead wagon, Devraj beside her, and Ritu — Ritu in the back, holding the letter she couldn't read, feeling the Shakti in her palms like a second heartbeat.

The meeting was — accidental. Or the meeting was — destined. Depending on which version of the story you subscribed to, and in the Saptarishi Kingdoms, the versions were as numerous as the kingdoms themselves: seven kingdoms, seven versions, seven ways of understanding why two groups of fugitives arrived at the same river on the same night in the same hills.

Omi saw the wagons first. His response was: the bow. The bow off the shoulder, the arrow nocked, the body positioned between the wagons and Leela, the particular protective stance of a young man whose entire identity was organized around the principle of: Leela first. Always Leela first. The rest of the world second, or third, or not at all.

"Wait." Mata's hand on his arm. The hand that was seventy-two years old and that was still strong enough to lower a bow. "Those are Nat wagons."

"How do you know?"

"The paint. The script on the side. Natraj Natak Mandali. They're performers."

"Performers or Rakshak disguised as performers."

"Rakshak don't travel with oxen. Rakshak travel with horses. And Rakshak don't paint their wagons in three colours and write their troupe name in Devanagari. Those are Nats."

Across the river, the same calculation was happening in reverse. Amba had seen the three figures on the south bank — two young, one old, the silhouettes visible in the moonlight that the Chitrakoot sky provided with the particular generosity of a sky that was unobstructed by buildings or trees, the open-sky moonlight that made every shape visible and every shadow deep.

"Vanvasi," Amba said. The identification was instant — the clothes (forest-dyed, the greens and browns that Vanvasi people wore, the particular camouflage of a people who lived inside the landscape rather than on top of it), the bow (Vanvasi weapons, the sal-wood bows that forest-dwellers carried the way city people carried walking sticks: casually, constantly, the weapon as extension of the arm).

"Threat?" Lakku asked. He was beside her. The eldest son's position: beside the mother, the first line of defence, the particular Nat-family hierarchy that said the son protects the mother who protects the troupe.

"No. Vanvasi don't threaten. Vanvasi hide. If they're standing on the other bank in plain sight, they're as scared as we are."

Amba climbed down from the wagon. Walked to the river's edge. The walking was — deliberate. The walk of a woman who was making herself visible, making herself approachable, the walk that said: I am not armed, I am not hiding, I am a woman walking to a river, and the walking is the invitation.

Mata Ashwini walked to the other bank. Two old women, on opposite sides of a river, in moonlight, in the Chitrakoot hills, each representing a people that the other people had been taught to distrust — the Nats and the Vanvasi, the two outcaste groups who occupied the bottom of the seven kingdoms' hierarchy and who had been kept separate by the particular strategy of all hierarchies: keep the oppressed fighting each other so they never fight you.

"Rakshak?" Amba asked. The single word. The single question that every fugitive asked every stranger in the months of the purge.

"Sweeping from the south," Mata said. "Three days behind us."

"From the north too. Checkpoints on the Rajpath."

The exchange was — the exchange was everything. The exchange was: we are both running. We are both hunted. We are both here.

"Cross," Amba said. "Camp with us. The Rakshak check for single groups, not combined ones. A Nat caravan with Vanvasi passengers is — unusual enough to be confusing. And confusion is our ally."

 * 

The camp was made in the flat ground between the river and the hill. The Natraj wagons formed a half-circle — the traditional Nat camping formation, the wagons serving as walls, the half-circle creating an interior space that was both sheltered and defensible, the architectural wisdom of a people who had been camping for centuries and who had, in those centuries, optimised the geometry of temporary shelter.

Fire. Lakku built it — the particular fire-building of a Nat man, the fire that was not just heat but performance space, the fire positioned centrally so that its light reached every corner of the camp and so that anyone performing around it would be visible from all angles. Tonight, the fire was not for performing. The fire was for cooking and for warmth and for the particular social function that fire serves in all human gatherings: the fire as the point around which strangers become not-strangers.

Leela sat on the south side of the fire. Omi beside her (of course), the bow across his knees, the posture of a man who was participating in the social gathering but who was not, by any measure, relaxing. Mata was beside them, on a log that Lakku had rolled into position, the log serving as seating that was approximately the right height for a seventy-two-year-old woman whose knees did not appreciate the ground.

The Natraj troupe was on the north side. Amba and Devraj. Lakku and Noor (Noor reclined against a wagon wheel, the pregnancy making every surface a potential bed). The cousins. The children. And Ritu — Ritu, who was sitting at the fire's edge, the particular position of a person who was present but not centred, the edge-sitting that said: I am watching.

The chai was made. Amba's chai — because even in flight, even in the Chitrakoot hills, even with Rakshak three days behind, Amba made her chai with the particular precision that was her art. The water boiled. The ginger crushed (Amba's ginger-crushing was — Ritu noticed for the first time — musical. The thump of the spoon-back on the ginger, the rhythm that was not random but intentional, the crushing that was percussion). The cardamom cracked. The tea leaves measured. The milk added. The chai poured into steel tumblers and offered — offered to the Vanvasi guests with the particular formality of a woman who understood that chai was not just a drink but a contract: I offer you this, you accept this, the offering and the accepting are the bond.

Mata took the tumbler. Tasted. "Good chai."

"Good chai is the minimum," Amba said. "Everything above good is the art."

"You sound like a healer."

"I sound like a Nat. Nats and healers are the same profession. We both keep people alive. We just use different tools."

The almost-laugh — from both sides. The almost-laugh that bridged the fire, that crossed the invisible line between the north side and the south side, the line that was not drawn on the ground but that existed in the cultural memory of two peoples who had been taught that the other people were different and that different was dangerous and that dangerous was: don't sit together, don't share chai, don't share fire.

The line was being erased. By chai. By fire. By the particular alchemy of shared danger that transforms strangers into allies faster than any other force.

Ritu felt it first.

Not the social warmth — the other warmth. The Shakti warmth. The warmth in her palms that said: there is Shakti here. Not mine. Someone else's.

She looked across the fire. At the Vanvasi girl. The girl who was — seventeen, maybe? Short silver-white hair (unusual, striking, the kind of hair that was either a genetic gift or a Shakti marker, the hair that said: this person is not ordinary). Hands that were — Ritu looked at the hands. The hands were wrapped around the chai tumbler. The fingers were — green. Faintly. At the tips. The particular green that was not dirt and not dye but something else, something that Ritu's palms recognised the way a musician's ear recognises a note: that's Shakti. Different from mine. But Shakti.

Leela felt it at the same moment.

The girl across the fire — the Nat girl, the one in the emerald lehenga that was now dusty from three days of Kachcha roads — the girl was radiating. Not heat, not light. Something else. A frequency. The particular vibration that Leela's Vanaspati Shakti could detect the way a plant detects sunlight: not with eyes but with the whole body, the whole being oriented toward the source.

Their eyes met. Across the fire. Through the smoke. The meeting was — recognition. Not the recognition of familiarity (they had never met). The recognition of kind. The recognition that said: you have it too. The thing that makes us hunted. The thing that makes us run. You have it too.

Ritu stood. Walked around the fire. Sat next to Leela. The sitting-next-to was — Omi tensed, the bow shifting on his knees, the protective instinct firing. But Leela put her hand on Omi's arm (the same gesture that Mata had used, the hand-on-arm that said: stand down) and Omi stood down, reluctantly, the reluctance visible in every muscle.

"Your hands glow gold," Leela said. Quietly. So that only Ritu and Omi could hear.

"Your fingers are green," Ritu said. Just as quietly.

"Vanaspati Shakti. I grow things."

"Dwar Shakti. I — open things."

"Open things."

"Doors. In the air. I don't — I don't know how. It started three days ago."

"Three days ago." Leela processed this. The processing was visible — the eyes moving, the particular calculation of a healer who was assessing a patient and who was computing: the symptoms, the timeline, the severity. "The purge started five days ago. The Rakshak are hunting wild Shakti users. And your Shakti just woke up."

"Is that — connected?"

"Everything is connected. The earth knows when it's being threatened. The Shakti is part of the earth. When the Rakshak threaten the earth's Shakti users, the earth wakes more Shakti users. It's — it's like the forest. When you cut down trees, the remaining trees grow faster. The forest compensates. The Shakti compensates."

"That sounds like—"

"That sounds like Mata. She taught me. She says the Shakti is not personal. The Shakti is ecological. The Shakti belongs to the land, and the land lends it to the people who need it, and the lending is not permanent but purposeful."

Ritu looked at her own hands. The hands that opened doors. "My birth mother had this Shakti."

"Your birth mother?"

"I was adopted. I was found on a road. In a basket. With a letter I can't read."

"A letter in what script?"

"Old Prakrit."

Leela's eyes changed. The change was — Ritu read it as a performer reads an audience's response: the shift from curiosity to something deeper, something that was not fear but was adjacent to fear, the particular emotion of a person who has just heard information that connects to information they already have and the connection is significant.

"Old Prakrit is the language of the Saptam Rajya," Leela said.

"The Saptam Rajya."

"The Seventh Kingdom. The lost kingdom. The kingdom that the High Throne destroyed — sixteen years ago."

Sixteen years. The number that was Ritu's age. The number that was the baby in the basket. The number that connected the destruction and the finding, the burning and the beginning.

"I'm from the Seventh Kingdom," Ritu said. The sentence was — the sentence was the first time she had said it. The first time the words had existed outside her mind. The words felt — they felt like the Dwar Shakti felt: like something opening. Like a door.

"If you're from the Seventh Kingdom," Leela said, "then you're not just a Shakti user. You're the Shakti user. The Dwar Shakti was the Saptam Rajya's power. The Door-Power. The power that the High Throne destroyed the kingdom to eliminate."

"The High Throne thinks it succeeded."

"And you're the proof that it didn't."

The fire crackled. The chai cooled. The two groups — Nat and Vanvasi, performer and healer, the north side and the south side — sat around the same fire and drank the same chai and the fire did what fire does: it made the different sides the same side.

Amba watched from across the fire. Devraj watched. Mata watched. The elders watching the young ones finding each other, the watching that was both hope and terror — hope because the finding was necessary, terror because the finding was dangerous, the found being the hunted, the hunted being more dangerous in groups because groups were easier to see.

But the finding was done. Ritu and Leela had found each other. And the finding was — the finding was the beginning of something that neither group had anticipated and that both groups needed: the alliance. The performer and the healer. The door and the garden. The gold glow and the green fingers.

The alliance that the Rakshak were too late to prevent.


  
    Chapter 6: Agni Pariksha (Trial by Fire)

    
    
  
  The Rakshak came at dawn.

Not the dawn that the poets wrote about — not the gentle dawn, the pink dawn, the dawn that arrived like a guest and waited to be invited in. This dawn was the Chitrakoot dawn, which arrived abruptly, the sun vaulting over the hills as if late for an appointment, the light going from absent to overwhelming in the space of ten minutes, the particular dawn that gave fugitives no grace period between the safety of dark and the exposure of light.

Ritu woke to Omi's voice.

"Horses." The single word. Omi was at the camp's edge, behind the wagon, his bow already strung, an arrow already nocked, the preparation having happened in the space between sleep and standing, the particular readiness of a young man who slept the way animals slept: with one ear open, the body never fully surrendered to rest, the alertness maintained even in unconsciousness.

Horses meant Rakshak. No one else in the Chitrakoot hills had horses — the terrain was too rough for horses, the paths too narrow, the hills too steep. The Vanvasi traveled on foot. The Nats traveled by ox-wagon. Only the Rakshak traveled by horse, because the High Throne provided its enforcers with resources that no one else could afford, the horses being the particular expression of institutional power that said: we can go where you go, we can go faster, and the going is the power.

Ritu counted the sounds. Three horses. Maybe four. The hooves on the rocky path above the camp — the path that descended from the Rajpath through the hills, the path that the Natraj caravan had avoided but that the Rakshak had not avoided because the Rakshak did not need to avoid paths. The Rakshak were the path.

"How many?" Amba's voice. From the wagon. Already awake — of course already awake, Amba's sleep being the sleep of a woman who had trained herself to wake at the first deviation from the norm, the norm being silence and the deviation being hooves.

"Three or four," Omi said. "Coming from the north-east. They'll reach the camp in—" He calculated. The sound, the distance, the terrain, the horse-speed on hill paths. "Four minutes."

Four minutes. The time that separated the camp from the soldiers. The time that was not enough to break camp and run (breaking a three-wagon camp required thirty minutes minimum, the oxen alone requiring ten minutes to harness) and not enough to hide (fourteen people plus three Vanvasi plus three wagons plus two oxen — the hiding of that collective was a mathematical impossibility on flat ground by a river with no tree cover).

"We don't run," Amba said. She was out of the wagon now. In the pre-dawn half-light, her face was — the face of a general. Not a mother, not a troupe leader, not the woman who made chai. The general. The woman whose mind had been computing overnight and whose computation had produced not flight but strategy. "We're a Nat caravan camped by a river. That's normal. That's expected. Nat caravans camp by rivers. If we run, we confirm suspicion. If we stay, we're scenery."

"Scenery with a Dwar Shakti wielder and a Vanaspati Shakti healer," Lakku said.

"Scenery with a performing troupe and three pilgrims. Mata — you're a pilgrim. An old woman on a pilgrimage to the Chitrakoot temple. Leela and Omi are your grandchildren. The story is simple. The story is boring. Boring is safe."

The preparation was — swift. Not the preparation of performers for a show but the preparation of performers for the ultimate show: the show that saves your life. Leela's green-tipped fingers were wrapped in bandages (Mata's bandages, the cotton wraps, the wrapping that said: I am a girl with an injury, not a girl with Shakti). Omi's bow was placed in a wagon — weapons were not illegal, but a Vanvasi bow in a Nat camp was a detail that invited questions, and questions were the Rakshak's primary weapon. Ritu's hands were — Ritu balled her hands into fists and held them against her thighs and willed the Shakti to be still, the willing being the performance, the performance being: I am a Nat girl. I have no power. My hands are hands. Just hands.

The horses arrived.

Four Rakshak. The black uniforms. The helmets — the particular helmets of the High Throne's mounted soldiers, the steel helmets with the crest of the Ucch Singhasan, the seated-lion emblem that the High Throne had adopted and that every child in the seven kingdoms recognised as the symbol of: authority, power, obedience.

The leader dismounted. He was — older than the checkpoint soldiers. Thirty-five, perhaps. The face of a man who had done this before, the face that was neither cruel nor kind but efficient, the efficiency that was, in its way, worse than cruelty because efficiency did not pause for mercy.

"Who is the troupe leader?"

"I am." Devraj stepped forward. The performer. The calm, the warmth, the moustache that pointed earthward. "Devraj Natraj. Natraj Natak Mandali."

"Registration papers."

Devraj produced the papers. The papers that every Nat troupe carried — the registration with the Vasishtha Rajya's Entertainment Bureau, the document that permitted the troupe to perform and that contained the names of every member and that was, in its bureaucratic completeness, both protection and exposure: protection because the registration proved legitimacy, exposure because the registration listed every name.

The leader read the papers. His eyes moved — name by name, counting, checking the bodies against the list.

"Fourteen registered. I count seventeen."

"Three pilgrims. Joined us yesterday. An old woman and her two grandchildren. They're traveling to the Chitrakoot temple."

The leader looked at Mata. Mata was — sitting. On the log. The posture of a woman who was seventy-two and whose knees ached and whose body was, by any measure, unthreatening. Mata was performing the oldest role in the repertoire: the old woman. The harmless old woman. The grandmother whose existence was defined by the production of food and the distribution of advice and the occupation of space that no one considered dangerous.

"Pilgrims don't usually travel with Nat troupes."

"We met on the road. They were traveling alone. The hills are dangerous for an old woman and two children. We offered escort."

The leader nodded. The nod was — not acceptance. The nod was: noted. Filed. Stored. The particular nod of a man who was building a picture, piece by piece, and who was not yet finished building.

"Shakti inspection." The words that made every fugitive's heart rate double. "Everyone. Including the pilgrims."

The inspection began. The same procedure as the Rajpath checkpoint — the brass device, the hand-checking, the systematic examination of every person in the camp. But this inspection was — different. This inspection had an additional element: the leader himself. The leader was not using the device. The leader was watching. The watching was his device — the human detection system, the experienced eye that could see what the brass device could not: the nervousness, the micro-expressions, the particular tells that betrayed a person hiding something.

Lakku: clear. Noor: exempted (the pregnancy). Uncle Hari: clear. The cousins: clear. The children: exempted. Mata: the device hovered over her hands. No glow. Clear. (Mata had not used Shakti in days — the preparation, the discipline of a woman who had survived three purges by knowing when to stop.) Omi: clear. (Omi's Shakti was so small it was undetectable — the leaf-preserving Shakti, the whisper, the Shakti that was more wish than power.)

Leela: the device hovered over her bandaged hands.

"Unwrap the bandages," the Rakshak soldier said.

"She injured her hands," Mata said. "Cooking. Burns. The bandages—"

"Unwrap the bandages."

Leela unwrapped. Slowly. The unwrapping was — Ritu watched from across the camp, her fists clenched, the Shakti in her palms hammering — the unwrapping revealed: hands. Just hands. No green tips. The green had faded overnight — Leela had not used her Shakti since the river, and the twenty-hour gap had been enough. The fingertips were — fingertips. Pink. Ordinary. The burn-story supported by the redness that the bandage-wrapping had produced, the skin irritated by the cotton, the irritation mimicking the burns that the story claimed.

The device: no glow. Clear.

Ritu.

She stepped forward. The Rakshak with the device — the younger one, the thorough one — held the device over her right palm. Then her left. The device was — trembling. The same trembling as the Rajpath checkpoint. The trembling that was not proof but was suspicion, the trembling that the younger Rakshak noticed and the leader noticed and that Ritu noticed with the particular terror of a person watching a mechanism decide her fate.

The leader stepped closer. The closer was — one step, two steps, the distance between official inspection and personal investigation. He looked at Ritu's face. At her eyes. The dark eyes that Amba deflected with "she takes after her father's mother."

"Your name?"

"Ritu. Ritu Natraj."

"Age?"

"Sixteen."

"Born where?"

"On the road. Nat families are born on the road." Amba's voice. From behind Ritu. Amba had positioned herself — the positioning was strategic, the mother between the daughter and the question, the physical statement that said: this is my child, the questions go through me.

"I'm asking her."

"And I'm answering. My daughter was born in my wagon on the Rajpath between Jodhpura and Haldipura. She has never attended any school. She has never been trained in any Shakti. She is a performer. She performs. That is her gift. A stage gift, not a Shakti gift."

The leader looked at Amba. The look was — the assessment, the weighing, the particular calculation of a man who was trained to detect lies and who was now facing a woman whose lies were indistinguishable from truth because the woman was a performer and the performer's truth was: all of it is performance, and the performance is the truth.

The device trembled over Ritu's palms. Trembled but did not glow. The trembling was — the leader saw it. The leader filed it.

"The device is showing interference," the leader said. To his soldiers. Not to Ritu, not to Amba. The technical language, the official language. "Possible residue. Not confirmed."

"Do we detain?"

The question. The question that was — everything. The question that was the difference between: the caravan moves on, and: Ritu is taken. The question that hung in the Chitrakoot dawn air with the particular weight of a question whose answer determines the trajectory of seventeen lives.

The leader looked at the device. At Ritu. At Amba (whose face was the face of a woman who would kill every man in this clearing before she let them take her daughter, the face that was not performing anything but was showing the truth, the truth being: try me).

"Not enough for detention. Note the registration. Flag for follow-up."

Flag for follow-up. The words that were — not freedom. The words that were: reprieve. Temporary. The flag would go into the system. The system would process the flag. The processing would produce — eventually — more soldiers, more questions, more brass devices. The flag was the beginning, not the end.

The Rakshak remounted. The horses turned. The hooves on the hill path, ascending, the sound fading, the soldiers leaving the way they had arrived: efficiently, completely, the departure as professional as the arrival.

The camp exhaled. Seventeen people exhaling simultaneously — the sound that a group makes when the danger passes, the collective release that is both relief and the understanding that the relief is temporary.

But the relief lasted three seconds.

Because on the fourth second, Ritu's Shakti — the Shakti that had been held back, held down, held inside by the desperate performance of normalcy — the Shakti broke.

Not intentionally. Not the way it had broken on stage (the performance-trigger) or at the river (the concentration-trigger). This breaking was the fear-trigger — the particular release that happens when the body has been held at maximum tension for too long and the tension snaps and the snapping is not a decision but a physics, the physics of a system that has exceeded its capacity for containment.

The air in front of Ritu shimmered. Gold. Bright — brighter than the stage shimmer, brighter than the river shimmer. The shimmer became a line. The line became an opening. The opening became a door.

And the door — the door was large. Not the peephole that she had opened at the river. Not the brief crack that had appeared on stage. A door. A full door. A door large enough for a person to walk through. A door that was, in the Chitrakoot dawn, as visible as a fire in a field, the gold light pouring from it like water from a broken vessel.

Three things happened simultaneously.

First: Omi turned. Saw the door. Raised his bow — not at the door but toward the path where the Rakshak had gone, the archer's instinct being: protect the vulnerable from the threat, and the threat was the soldiers who would see this and who would come back.

Second: Leela ran to Ritu. Leela's hands — the healer's hands, the Vanaspati hands — reached for Ritu's hands. The reaching was instinct — the healer's instinct, the understanding that Shakti gone wrong was like a plant growing wrong, and the correction required contact, the hand-on-hand that said: I'm here, channel through me, let the excess flow into the earth.

The contact — Leela's hands on Ritu's hands — produced: green. Green light mixing with gold light. The two Shaktis touching for the first time. The touching was — electric. Not painful, not comfortable. Electric. The particular sensation of two powers recognising each other and adjusting, the way two rivers recognise each other at a confluence and adjust their currents.

Third: the door swallowed three Rakshak soldiers.

Not the leader — the leader had been at the front of the departing column and was beyond the door's range. Three soldiers. The three who had been trailing, who had been on the path that passed within ten metres of the camp, who had been in the space where the door opened and who had been — taken. Pulled. The door's gravity (because the door had gravity, the Dwar Shakti producing a pull that was not physical but dimensional, the pull of one space reaching into another space and the reaching being indiscriminate) had reached the three soldiers and the soldiers had — gone. Through the door. Into wherever the door led. Into the other side.

The door closed. The gold shimmer vanished. The air was air.

Three horses stood on the path. Riderless.

From above — from the hill, from the front of the column — the leader's voice: "Report! Who's missing? Report!"

The silence from the three absent soldiers was the report.

Ritu's legs gave. She sat — not sat, collapsed — on the ground. Leela's hands were still on hers. The green and the gold fading together, the two Shaktis retreating, the contact broken by the collapse but the connection — the connection remained. Leela could feel it: the connection between her Shakti and Ritu's Shakti, the bridge that the touching had built, the bridge that would not unbuild.

"We run," Amba said. Not a question. Not a discussion. The general's order. "Now. Leave the wagons. Take what you can carry. The wagons slow us down. The Kachcha road won't save us now. We go into the hills. We go where there are no roads."

"The wagons are—" Devraj started.

"The wagons are things. Ritu is not a thing. Move."

The troupe moved. The particular speed of Nat families when the order was given — the speed that was not panic but discipline, the speed that came from generations of practice, the practice of fleeing being as much a part of the Nat repertoire as the practice of performing. Noor was lifted onto Lakku's back (the pregnancy, the running, the impossibility of both, the solution being: the brother carries the sister-in-law). The children were gathered. The essentials were grabbed — coin, papers, the green trunk with the letter, Leela's healing kit, Omi's bow.

They ran. Into the Chitrakoot hills. Away from the wagons. Away from the horses. Away from the leader who was now descending the path with the speed of a man who had lost three soldiers and who would not stop until he understood how.

Behind them, the three wagons stood. NATRAJ NATAK MANDALI painted on the side. The oxen, Motu and Chhotu, standing in their harnesses, patient, uncomprehending, the animals' particular incomprehension of human urgency being both poignant and irrelevant.

The wagons were — the wagons were home. The wagons were thirty years of traveling and performing and living. The wagons were Ritu's childhood and Amba's life and Devraj's inheritance from his father, who had inherited from his father, the wagons being not property but identity, the physical expression of a family that existed in motion and whose motion was, now, on foot.

Ritu ran. Leela ran beside her. Omi behind them, the bow in his hand, the arrow nocked, the archer covering the retreat. Mata on Omi's other side, the seventy-two-year-old moving with a speed that her knees would punish her for later but that her survival demanded now.

They ran into the hills. Into the forest. Into the space where roads did not exist and maps did not reach and the Rakshak's horses could not follow.

And as they ran, a voice came from behind them. Not a Rakshak voice. A different voice. A young man's voice, calling from the direction of the river, calling with the particular urgency of a person who had been watching and who had decided, in the space of a single moment, which side he was on.

"Wait! I can help you! I know where the portal sent them — I've been tracking it for days!"

Ritu stopped. Turned. On the riverbank — where the camp had been, where the wagons still stood — a young man. Eighteen, perhaps nineteen. Tall. Dressed not in Nat clothes, not in Vanvasi clothes, not in Rakshak black. Dressed in the clothes of a student — the particular uniform of the Rajvidya Academy, the court mage's academy in Rajnagar, the uniform that was grey and silver and that marked the wearer as: educated, sanctioned, part of the system.

Part of the system that was hunting them.

"Who are you?" Amba's voice. From somewhere behind Ritu. The voice that had ordered the running and that was now demanding an answer from the boy who was asking them to stop.

"Karan," the young man said. "My name is Karan. I'm an apprentice at the Rajvidya Academy. And I've been tracking the Dwar Shakti energy for three days. Since Haldipura." He paused. "Since the performance."

He had been at the performance. He had seen the shimmer. He had followed.

"Give me one reason not to put an arrow through you," Omi said. The bow drawn. The arrow pointed. The archer's assessment being: court mage's apprentice = enemy.

"Because I know what she is." Karan pointed at Ritu. "And I know where the soldiers went. And I know how to get them back. And if you want to survive the next week, you're going to need someone who understands the Dwar Shakti. Because I promise you — the Rakshak don't stop. They never stop. And what happened here — three soldiers vanishing into a portal — that's going to bring the entire High Throne down on this region."

The arrow remained drawn. Omi's arms did not tremble — the archer's arms, the arms that could hold a draw for minutes, the particular strength of a man who had been training since he could stand.

"Lower the bow, Omi," Mata said.

"He's a court mage."

"He's an apprentice. And he came alone. And he's standing on a riverbank with his hands visible and no weapon and he's giving us information instead of taking it. Lower the bow."

Omi lowered. Reluctantly. The reluctance measured in millimetres — the bow dropping slowly, the arrow remaining nocked, the archer's body saying: I have lowered the bow but I have not lowered my suspicion.

Karan walked toward them. Across the river. Through the shallow water. The water splashing around his ankles — the court mage's boots getting wet, the particular indignity of a student from the Academy wading through a Chitrakoot tributary to reach a group of fugitives who included a girl who could open dimensional doors and an archer who wanted to kill him.

He reached Ritu. Looked at her. The look was — Ritu read it. Not the Rakshak's assessment look. Not the device's mechanical detection. Something else. The look of a person who had been searching for something and who had found it and who was, in the finding, overwhelmed by what the finding meant.

"You're the Door-Keeper," Karan said. "The last one. I've been looking for you for two years."

"Two years."

"My master sent me. Guru Markandeya. He's been studying the Dwar Shakti for decades. He believes—" Karan stopped. Looked at the group. At Amba's general-face. At Omi's barely-lowered bow. At Leela's green-tipped fingers (the bandages had come off in the running). "He believes you can open the Mahadwar. The Great Door. The door to the Saptam Rajya."

"The Seventh Kingdom was destroyed," Leela said.

"The Seventh Kingdom was sealed. There's a difference. Destroyed means gone. Sealed means: waiting for the key."

He looked at Ritu. At her hands. At the palms that had, fifteen minutes ago, opened a door large enough to swallow three soldiers.

"You're the key."


  
    Chapter 7: Karan Ka Raaz (Karan's Secret)

    
    
  
  Karan's secret was this: he had been sent to betray them.

Not in the dramatic way — not the way that stage villains betray, with the twirling of moustaches and the declaration of evil intent and the particular theatrical clarity that makes betrayal legible to the last row. Karan's betrayal was bureaucratic. Karan's betrayal was a report. A form. A parchment filed with the Rajvidya Academy's Administrative Division, subsection: Wild Shakti Detection, the form that said: I, Karan, apprentice to Guru Markandeya, have detected Dwar Shakti energy in the Vasishtha Rajya, originating from the town of Haldipura, associated with a Nat performing troupe, and I recommend immediate investigation and containment.

The form was in his satchel. Unsigned. The unsigned being the thing — the decision that Karan had not yet made and that the events of the last hour had made both more urgent and more complicated.

He walked with the group. Through the Chitrakoot forest — the forest that closed behind them like a curtain, the trees thick enough to hide seventeen people and sparse enough to let them move, the particular balance of cover and passage that the Chitrakoot hills provided and that made them, for fugitives, the best terrain in the Vasishtha Rajya.

He walked behind Ritu. Not intentionally behind Ritu — the group's formation was loosely organised, with Omi at the rear (the archer covering the retreat, the bow still in hand, the arrow still nocked, the particular vigilance of a man who did not trust the newcomer and who expressed the distrust through the continued readiness to put a shaft through the newcomer's chest) and Amba at the front (the general leading, the direction being: deeper into the hills, away from paths, toward the terrain that horses could not navigate and that foot-soldiers would struggle with). Karan had ended up behind Ritu by the particular physics of group movement, the taller people falling to the back, the shorter to the front, the sorting that happened naturally in forests where branches hung at variable heights and where tall people ducked more than short people and the ducking slowed them.

But being behind Ritu meant: watching her. And watching her meant: the form in his satchel felt heavier with every step.

Guru Markandeya had sent him to find the Dwar Shakti. This was true. Guru Markandeya had been studying portal magic for thirty years — the particular obsession of a brilliant mind that had fixated on the one Shakti that court magic could not replicate, the one power that the Rajvidya Academy's centuries of research had not mastered: the ability to open doors between places. The ability that belonged to the Saptam Rajya. The ability that the High Throne had tried to destroy.

Guru Markandeya believed — with the fervour of a man who had devoted his life to a theory — that the Dwar Shakti was not extinct. That the destruction of the Seventh Kingdom had not eliminated the power but had merely displaced it. That somewhere, in the seven kingdoms, a carrier existed. A person whose blood carried the Door-Power. A person who could, if found and trained, open the Mahadwar — the Great Door — and unseal the Seventh Kingdom.

Karan had been sent to find this person. The finding was supposed to be clinical — detect the energy, locate the source, file the report, let the Academy handle the rest. The "handling" being — Karan had not asked what the handling would involve. The not-asking being the particular avoidance strategy of a student who suspected that his master's intentions were not entirely scholarly but who preferred the comfort of not-knowing to the discomfort of knowing.

But then: Haldipura. The performance. The girl in the emerald lehenga who had spoken the line about doors and who had, in the speaking, opened one. A real one. A golden-light-in-the-air, garden-on-the-other-side, sunflower-showing real one. And Karan had seen it from the audience — he had been in the audience, disguised as a local (the Academy uniform hidden under a dhoti and kurta, the disguise that was unconvincing to anyone who looked closely but that was sufficient for a crowd of two hundred Haldipura residents who were not looking closely because they were watching a performance).

He had seen it and he had known: she's real. The carrier is real. The Door-Power is alive.

And then he had followed. Three days through the Vasishtha countryside, tracking the energy signature (the Dwar Shakti left a trail — not a physical trail, not footprints or scent, but an energetic trail, the particular residue that portal magic left in the air the way a boat leaves a wake in water, the disturbance detectable to anyone trained in Shakti detection, which Karan was, extensively, expensively, the training having cost three years and the entire resources of his family).

Three days of following. Three days of not filing the report. Three days of carrying the unsigned form and watching the girl from a distance and wondering why the watching made the form feel wrong.

Now he knew why.

The form felt wrong because the girl was not a specimen. The girl was not an energy signature. The girl was — a girl. Sixteen. With a family. A mother who would kill for her. A father whose moustache drooped with sadness. A sister-in-law who was pregnant and who had been carried on a brother's back through the hills because the family was running. Running from the system that Karan served. Running from the report that Karan carried.

The form was in his satchel. The satchel was on his back. The back was walking through the forest behind a girl who could open doors and whose opening of doors had made her the most hunted person in the seven kingdoms.

 * 

They stopped at midday. A clearing — not a real clearing, a forest-gap, the space where a large tree had fallen years ago and the falling had created a hole in the canopy and the hole had produced a patch of sunlight on the forest floor and the sunlight had encouraged grass and the grass had created, over years, a space that approximated a clearing without being one.

Food. Not Amba's elaborate cooking — there was no fire (smoke was detectable, and the Rakshak were behind them, the leader having lost three soldiers and having, by now, sent for reinforcements). The food was: cold roti from the camp (wrapped in cloth, the cloth now slightly damp from the running), the last of the dal in a steel container, raw onion (sliced by Noor with the particular efficiency of a pregnant woman who could cut an onion faster than most people could peel one), and water from the waterskins.

Ritu sat at the clearing's edge. Apart from the group. The apart-ness was — Karan noticed it. The apart-ness of a girl who had, two hours ago, accidentally swallowed three soldiers into a dimensional portal and who was now processing the swallowing with the particular horror of a person who had done something extraordinary and terrible and who did not know whether the something was her fault.

He sat near her. Not next to her — near her. The distance of a person who was offering proximity without imposing it, the particular spatial negotiation that all new relationships require.

"They're alive," he said.

Ritu looked at him. The eyes — the dark eyes, the Saptam Rajya eyes. "What?"

"The soldiers. The three who went through the portal. They're alive. The Dwar Shakti doesn't kill. It transports. The portal would have deposited them — somewhere. Another location. Maybe far, maybe close. But they're alive."

"How do you know?"

"Because I've studied the Dwar Shakti for three years. My master — Guru Markandeya — has the most extensive collection of Dwar Shakti research in the seven kingdoms. Transcripts, accounts, histories. Every known instance of portal magic has been documented. And in two thousand years of documented history, no Dwar Shakti portal has ever killed anyone. The portals transport. That's what they do. They move things. They don't destroy things."

The relief on Ritu's face was — visible. The relief of a girl who had been carrying, for two hours, the belief that she might have killed three people and who was now being told: no. You didn't kill them. You moved them. The difference between killing and moving was — everything.

"Where did they go?"

"I don't know. The portal's destination depends on the wielder's intent — conscious or unconscious. You were afraid. The fear probably directed the portal to send them away — far away. But alive."

"I didn't intend to open the portal at all."

"No. But the Shakti responded to your emotional state. The Dwar Shakti is — it's responsive. More responsive than any other form of Shakti. Court magic requires concentration, deliberation, specific techniques. The Dwar Shakti requires — emotion. Intensity. The more intense the emotion, the more powerful the portal."

"So every time I feel something strongly—"

"You might open a door. Yes. Until you learn to control it."

"And you can teach me to control it?"

"I can teach you what the Academy knows about Shakti control. Meditation techniques. Channeling exercises. The — the basics. The Dwar Shakti-specific techniques — those were lost with the Saptam Rajya. No one alive knows the Dwar Shakti's specific methodology. But the general principles of Shakti control apply across all types."

"So you don't actually know how to teach me my specific Shakti."

"I know the theory. The practice — the practice you'll have to figure out. But the theory gives you a framework. And a framework is better than nothing. Which is what you have now."

"I have a family that left their wagons because of me. I have a mother who's planning a route through mountains she's never seen. I have a sister-in-law being carried on my brother's back. I have — I have three soldiers somewhere in some other location because my hands decided to open a door that I didn't ask for."

"You also have the only person in the seven kingdoms who is studying the Dwar Shakti academically and who is sitting next to you offering help."

"Why?"

The question. The question that Karan had been expecting and that he had been composing an answer for since the river. Why was a court mage's apprentice helping fugitives? Why was a member of the system that hunted them sitting in a forest clearing offering lessons?

"Because my master sent me to find you and to file a report and I haven't filed the report."

He said it. The truth. Not all of it — not the form in the satchel, not the specific bureaucratic mechanism of the betrayal that he had been commissioned to perform. But the core of the truth: he had been sent to find her. He had found her. He had not done what he was sent to do.

"You were sent to find me."

"Yes."

"By your master."

"Yes."

"The master who is studying the Dwar Shakti."

"Guru Markandeya. Yes."

"And the master's purpose in finding me is—"

"Scholarly. That's what he told me. He wants to study the Dwar Shakti. He wants to understand how it works. He wants to — he believes that if the Mahadwar can be opened, the Saptam Rajya can be accessed, and the knowledge of the Seventh Kingdom can be recovered. The libraries. The research. The accumulated understanding of a civilisation that had the most powerful Shakti in the seven kingdoms."

"And the High Throne? Does the High Throne know your master is searching for a Dwar Shakti wielder?"

"The High Throne funds the Academy. The Academy reports to the High Throne. My master — Guru Markandeya operates within the system. He has permissions. He has — latitude."

"Latitude to search for the one thing the High Throne wanted destroyed."

"The High Throne wanted the Dwar Shakti destroyed sixteen years ago. The High Throne's current position is — more nuanced. The current High Throne is — interested. In the possibility. Not of the power itself but of the applications. The bridging of kingdoms. The trade routes. The military applications."

"Military applications."

Karan heard himself say it and heard, in the saying, the thing that he had been not-saying to himself for three years. The military applications. The phrase that Guru Markandeya used with the particular casualness of a man who was fluent in the language of power and who used the language to secure funding and who did not — or claimed not to — mean the language literally. Military applications. The phrase that meant: the High Throne wants a weapon. And the weapon is a girl who can open doors.

"I didn't file the report," Karan said. "I was supposed to. I was supposed to file it three days ago, when I confirmed the energy signature. I didn't."

"Why not?"

"Because—" He stopped. Because the answer was not scholarly. The answer was not academic. The answer was: because I saw her perform. Because I sat in the audience in Haldipura and I watched a girl in an emerald lehenga become a queen and the becoming was real and the realness was the most extraordinary thing I had ever seen and the thing was not the portal — the portal was secondary, the portal was the symptom — the thing was the girl. The girl who stood in front of two hundred people and became someone else and who, in the becoming, accidentally revealed a power that would make her hunted for the rest of her life.

"Because filing the report would have put you in danger," he said. "And I decided that the danger was not — acceptable."

"You decided."

"I decided."

"A court mage's apprentice decided to protect a Nat girl from the system that pays his tuition."

"The system pays my tuition. The system does not own my decisions."

"That's a very brave sentence from someone who has never faced consequences."

The sentence landed. The landing was — deserved. Karan was a court mage's apprentice. Karan's family was — not wealthy, not noble, but settled. Respectable. The kind of family that the seven kingdoms' hierarchy treated with benign indifference: not important enough to notice, not vulnerable enough to target. Karan had never been hunted. Karan had never hidden in a barn for three days. Karan had never had a brass device held over his palms while his heart threatened to exit his chest.

"You're right," he said. "I've never faced consequences. I've never been where you are. And I can't promise that I'll stay when the consequences come. But I can promise that right now — right now, in this forest, with the report unsigned in my bag — I am choosing this side."

"This side."

"Your side."

The choosing was — Ritu looked at him. The looking was the performer's assessment: the reading of the face, the voice, the posture, the micro-expressions that betrayed the truth behind the words. She read Karan the way she read audiences: looking for the real response beneath the performed one.

What she found was: fear. Karan was afraid. Not of the forest, not of the Rakshak, not of the fugitive life. Afraid of the decision he was making. Afraid of the consequences that the decision would produce. Afraid of what it meant to be a court mage's apprentice who had chosen the wild magic side.

Fear was honest. Fear was — trustworthy. People who were not afraid were either stupid or lying. Karan was neither.

"You can stay," Ritu said. "But the bow-man doesn't trust you."

"The bow-man doesn't trust anyone."

"The bow-man trusts the girl with the green fingers."

"Leela."

"Leela. Omi trusts Leela. And Leela—"

"Leela trusts you. I saw it at the river. The hands. The green and the gold. The two of you — the two Shaktis — they connected."

"We didn't plan that."

"Shakti connections are never planned. They're recognised. The way you recognise a note that matches your own. The way a tuning fork recognises its frequency."

"That's very poetic for a court mage."

"Court mages are allowed to be poetic. It's in the Academy handbook. Section seven: 'Students are encouraged to develop aesthetic sensibilities to complement their magical training.' I'm paraphrasing."

"You're inventing."

"I'm paraphrasing creatively."

The almost-smile. Ritu's almost-smile — the performer's smile, the smile that was not yet a smile but that was the space where a smile would go, the reservation of the expression for a future moment when the trust had been earned and the earning permitted the full gesture.

Karan would earn it. He would earn the smile. Not today — today was too early, today was the day of wagons left behind and soldiers swallowed and forests entered. But the earning would happen. And the happening would be — the happening would be the story.


  
    Chapter 8: Caravan Ka Safar (Journey of the Caravan)

    
    
  
  The caravan without wagons was not a caravan. It was a migration.

Seventeen people moving through the Chitrakoot hills on foot — the particular foot-travel of people who had never been without wheels and who were learning, painfully, that the body was a less efficient vehicle than the wagon and that the learning was measured in blisters and aching calves and the particular exhaustion that comes from carrying on your back what you used to carry on your axle.

Amba led. This was not discussed — Amba leading was the natural order, the way rivers flowing downhill was the natural order, the phenomenon requiring no explanation and permitting no debate. She led with the particular authority of a woman who had memorized the Vasishtha Rajya's geography the way other women memorized recipes: completely, practically, the knowledge stored not in books but in the body, in the feet that had walked these hills thirty years ago when she was young and the troupe was her father-in-law's and the walking was the troupe's way of scouting new towns.

They moved north-east. Toward the capital — Rajnagar — because Amba had, between midnight and two AM on the night of the river-camp (the processing hours, the overnight computation), arrived at the same conclusion that Ritu had arrived at by instinct: the capital was the destination. Not because the capital was safe — the capital was the opposite of safe, the capital was the Rakshak's headquarters, the High Throne's seat, the centre of everything that hunted them. But the capital was where the answers were. And the answers were, at this point, more valuable than safety.

"How long?" Devraj asked. Walking beside her. The walking that was — for Devraj — an adjustment. Devraj's body was a wagon-driver's body: the upper body strong from reins and lifting, the legs adequate but not designed for sustained walking, the body protesting the change of use with the particular complaints of a machine being repurposed.

"Eight days on foot. Through the hills, avoiding the Rajpath. Ten if the terrain is worse than I remember."

"The terrain is always worse than you remember."

"Then ten."

 * 

The days developed a rhythm. Not the rhythm of the wagon-caravan — that rhythm had been built over decades, the particular cadence of a life organized around wheels and axles and oxen and the performance schedule that gave the days their structure. This rhythm was new. This rhythm was the rhythm of flight disguised as travel, the rhythm that said: move at dawn, rest at midday (the Vasishtha heat demanding midday rest, the sun at its peak being an enemy as real as the Rakshak), move again in the afternoon, camp at dusk.

Lakku hunted. This was unexpected — Lakku was a performer, not a hunter, but the performing troupe's diet had always supplemented by what the land offered and Lakku's eye (the performer's eye, the eye that could spot an audience member picking a pocket at fifty paces) turned out to be transferable to hunting. He didn't use Omi's bow — Omi's bow was Omi's the way Amba's chai pot was Amba's, the ownership being absolute and non-transferable. Lakku used snares. The particular snares that Nat families had used for centuries: the string-and-branch traps that caught rabbits and the occasional partridge, the traps that were not efficient but were sufficient, the food that was not feast but was survival.

Omi hunted with the bow. The hunting was — Omi's contribution, the thing that transformed his presence from tolerated to necessary, the particular alchemy by which a distrusted outsider becomes an indispensable member. Omi brought back game: a spotted deer on the third day (the deer butchered by Lakku, who turned out to have knife-skills that the stage had never required, the cutting that was not choreography but anatomy). A brace of quail on the fifth day. Fish from a stream — Omi's hands in the water, the particular patience of a forest-boy who knew that fish-catching was not about speed but about stillness, the hands in the water waiting for the fish to come to them rather than chasing the fish, the patience that was the Vanvasi way.

Noor taught Leela embroidery. This happened on the rest-stops — the midday pauses under whatever shade the hills provided, the pauses where the group fragmented into smaller units and the smaller units did the things that humans do when they are resting: they talked, they ate, they shared skills. Noor had needle and thread in her pack (Noor's pack contained: needle, thread, scissors, three colours of fabric remnant, and a thimble — the seamstress's emergency kit, the kit that was as essential to Noor as the healing kit was to Leela). The embroidery lessons were — the surface of a deeper exchange. Noor teaching Leela the running stitch was Noor teaching Leela the Nat way: the way that valued making, the way that believed that the hands' work was the person's worth, the way that said: if you can make something beautiful, you are not nothing.

Leela taught Noor herb identification. The exchange in reverse — the Vanvasi knowledge for the Nat knowledge, the trade that was not commerce but community. "This is ashwagandha — the root, not the leaf, the root is the medicine. This is tulsi — this variety, the Krishna tulsi, the dark one, stronger than the Rama tulsi for coughs. This is neem — you know neem, everyone knows neem, but you don't know that the bark-tea cures more than the leaf-tea and the leaf-tea is what everyone makes because the bark takes longer."

Mata and Amba formed an alliance. The two elder women — the healer and the performer, the Vanvasi and the Nat — discovered, in the walking, that they had more in common than their communities' shared position at the bottom of the hierarchy. They had: stubbornness (both women possessed the particular stubbornness that was not obstinacy but principle, the stubbornness of women who had survived by refusing to accept the terms that the world offered and who had, through the refusing, created their own terms). They had: humor (the particular humor of old women, the humor that was dark and specific and that derived its power from the assumption that nothing could shock because everything had already been survived). And they had: the children. The children being the point around which their alliance organised itself, the children being: Ritu and Leela and Omi and Karan and even Lakku and Noor and Jai — the entire younger generation that the elder women were shepherding through the hills and that the shepherding was their purpose and the purpose was their survival.

And Ritu learned.

Karan taught her. The lessons happened in the mornings — the hour before the group moved, the hour that Karan had negotiated with Amba (the negotiation being: Karan explaining that Ritu's Shakti was a safety risk if uncontrolled and that the control required daily practice and that the practice required time, and Amba responding: one hour, dawn, not a minute more, and if anything glows I will personally end the lesson with my bare hands).

The lessons were: meditation. The basic Rajvidya technique — the closing of the eyes, the regulation of the breath, the particular internal observation that allowed a Shakti user to feel the energy in their body and to begin the process of directing it rather than being directed by it. The technique was standard — every first-year Academy student learned it, the technique being the foundation on which all court magic was built.

But Ritu's Shakti was not court magic. Ritu's Shakti was — different. The meditation worked, partially: she could feel the Dwar Shakti in her palms, she could observe it, she could note its fluctuations (the Shakti was stronger in the morning, weaker in the afternoon, responsive to her emotions, dormant when she was calm). But the directing — the deliberate opening and closing of portals — remained elusive. The Shakti opened when it wanted to. The Shakti closed when it wanted to. Ritu's will was a suggestion, not a command.

"It's because the technique is wrong," Leela said. On the fourth morning. Watching from a nearby rock where she sat, ostensibly reading her healer's guide but actually watching Ritu and Karan with the particular attention of a person who had a theory.

"The technique is the Academy standard," Karan said.

"The Academy standard is designed for court magic. Court magic is — imposed. The mage imposes their will on the energy. The energy obeys. That's the court way. The Vanaspati Shakti doesn't work that way. The Vanaspati Shakti is — collaborative. I don't impose on the plant. I ask the plant. The plant decides."

"You're suggesting the Dwar Shakti is collaborative?"

"I'm suggesting the Dwar Shakti is not court magic. The Dwar Shakti comes from the Saptam Rajya. The Saptam Rajya's magic was not the court system. The Saptam Rajya's magic was — older. Wilder. More like Vanaspati Shakti than like Rajvidya."

Ritu listened. The listening was — the listening was the performer's listening, the active engagement with two voices that were saying different things and that were both, she suspected, partially right.

"So I should ask the door," Ritu said. "Not tell it."

"Try."

Ritu closed her eyes. Felt the Shakti in her palms — the warmth, the gold, the presence. But instead of directing it (open, close, obey), she — asked. The asking was not verbal. The asking was — the asking was like Leela's hand hovering over the ashwagandha: close enough to be felt, far enough to not impose. The asking was: are you there? Will you open? I'd like to see the other side.

The Shakti stirred. Not the involuntary stirring of fear or emotion. A different stirring — a considered stirring, as if the Shakti were an entity that had been asked a question and was contemplating its answer.

A shimmer. Faint. Gold. In the air in front of Ritu's palms. Not a door — not a full opening. A window. A peephole. The size of a chapati, the round opening through which Ritu could see — the garden. The sunflower garden. The garden from the Saptam Rajya.

"She's doing it," Karan whispered. "She's doing it on purpose."

The peephole held. Five seconds. Ten. The holding was — different from the previous openings. The previous openings had been explosions — the Shakti erupting, the door bursting, the control absent. This was — gentle. This was the door opening because Ritu had asked and the door had agreed.

She closed it. Not by force — by asking: thank you, you can close now. The shimmer faded. The air was air.

"That," Leela said, "is the old way."

Karan looked at Leela. The look was — Ritu recognised it, the look of a person whose academic framework had just been challenged by a practical demonstration and whose framework was now adjusting, the gears turning, the model updating. "The old way."

"The Saptam Rajya's way. The Vanvasi way. The way that the court system replaced. The way that works with the Shakti instead of against it. The way that asks instead of orders."

"They don't teach that at the Academy."

"No. They wouldn't."

 * 

The evenings were for performing.

Not for audiences — there were no audiences in the Chitrakoot hills, the hills being populated by trees and animals and the occasional goatherd who would not appreciate a full production of Rani Kasturi. The performing was for the troupe. For the family. For the particular necessity that Nat families had always understood: performing was not just livelihood. Performing was identity. And a Nat family that did not perform was a Nat family that was losing itself.

Amba decreed it on the third night: "We perform. Around the fire. For ourselves. The audience is us. The performance is — the performance is the thing that makes us us."

And so: the evening performances. Lakku doing his villain's monologue — the Mayavi Rani's speech, performed with the particular intensity that made the forest animals go quiet and the fire seem to dim (Lakku's performing was weather — it changed the atmosphere, the performing being so real that the environment responded). Suraj doing the King — badly, as always, the badness being part of the charm, the charm being the particular comedy of a young man who knew he was miscast and who performed the miscasting with such dedication that the miscasting became the casting. The children doing the chorus — three voices, off-key, the off-key-ness being the beauty, the beauty of imperfection that only children could produce.

And Ritu. Ritu performing — not as Rani Kasturi, not in costume, not on stage. Ritu performing as Ritu. The girl who could open doors. The performance being: herself. The particular performance that is not acting but being, the being that Ritu had accessed on the stage in Haldipura and that she was now accessing deliberately, the opening to the audience (the family, the fire, the forest) of the self that was real.

She juggled. Three stones — not props, not professional juggling balls, but river-stones, smooth and heavy, the stones that the Chitrakoot streams offered. The juggling was — muscle-memory, the body performing what the body had been trained to perform since childhood, the three-stone pattern that was the foundation of Nat juggling and that Ritu could do in her sleep.

"Teach me," Karan said.

"You want to juggle?"

"If a performer can learn meditation, a mage can learn juggling. It seems fair."

"Juggling is harder than meditation."

"Nothing is harder than meditation."

"Clearly you've never tried to keep three stones in the air while your brother is throwing rotten fruit at you. That's how Papa taught me."

The teaching was — the exchange. The mirror of the morning lessons. Ritu teaching Karan to juggle the way Karan taught Ritu to meditate: patiently, incorrectly, with the particular comedy of a teacher watching a student fail at something that the teacher finds effortless. Karan's juggling was — terrible. The stones went wrong — sideways, backward, into the fire (once), onto Omi's foot (twice, the second time provoking a look from Omi that could have been classified as a threat under most legal systems).

"If you can keep three stones in the air," Ritu said, "you can keep three spells going at once."

"If I could keep one stone in the air, I'd consider it a victory."

"The stone is not the point. The awareness is the point. The awareness of multiple objects in multiple positions at multiple velocities. That's what juggling teaches. That's what the Dwar Shakti needs — the awareness of multiple doors, multiple destinations, multiple openings. If I can juggle, I can portal."

"You just connected juggling to portal magic."

"I connected everything to performing. Everything is performing. The world is a stage and we are all—"

"Please don't quote the philosophers."

"I wasn't quoting the philosophers. I was quoting my father, who quoted his father, who probably quoted the philosophers but would never admit it because Nat men don't quote philosophers, they quote experience."

The laughter. Not the almost-laugh — the actual laugh. The laugh that happened around the fire on the sixth evening, the laugh that involved Ritu and Karan and Leela and Omi (even Omi, whose laugh was rare and surprised and the surprise being that he was laughing at something the court mage had said, the surprise that the court mage was funny, the surprise that humour could cross the divide between the court and the forest).

The laughter that was — the thing. The thing that the Nat families had always known and that the Vanvasi had always known and that the court mages had never learned because the court did not teach it: that community was not built by shared purpose or shared danger or shared identity. Community was built by shared laughter. The laughter that said: we are here, together, around this fire, and the fire is warm and the stones are flying poorly and the court mage has just hit the archer's foot for the third time and the archer is considering murder and the healer is laughing and the door-keeper is laughing and the grandmother is laughing and the mother is — Amba was laughing. The sound that none of them had heard in days. The sound that meant: we are alive and the alive-ness is the victory.


  
    Chapter 9: Darpan (The Mirror)

    
    
  
  On the seventh morning, Ritu opened a portal on purpose and saw her mother's face.

Not Amba's face — the other mother's face. The face that Ritu had never seen. The face that belonged to the woman who had pushed a basket through a door made of light and who had died in a sunflower field while the kingdom burned.

The morning lesson had been going well. Karan's meditation technique, modified by Leela's collaborative approach, had produced results: Ritu could now open small portals — chapati-sized, controlled, the opening and closing responding to her asking rather than her emotion. The portals showed places — random places, mostly, the destinations determined by some internal logic that Ritu did not yet understand. She had seen a market (busy, colourful, somewhere in the Vasishtha Rajya). She had seen a mountain peak (snow-capped, the Himalayan range, impossibly high). She had seen the inside of a building — a library, shelves of manuscripts, the dust-moted light of a room that had not been entered in a long time.

But this morning, she had asked a different question. Not where — but who.

She had held the letter. The old Prakrit letter, taken from the green trunk, the letter that she could not read but that she could feel, the letter that resonated with her palms the way a bell resonates with the hand that strikes it. She held the letter and she asked the Shakti: show me who wrote this.

The portal opened. Not to a place — to a time.

The Dwar Shakti, Ritu would learn later, did not only open doors between places. The Dwar Shakti opened doors between moments. The portals could show the past — not the present, not the future, but the past. The memory of the door. The door remembers, the letter had said. The door always remembers.

Through the portal — the chapati-sized window — Ritu saw:

A woman. Young — twenty-five, perhaps. The face was — Ritu's face. Not identical, not the way a mirror reflects, but the way a daughter resembles a mother: the bones the same, the shape the same, the particular architecture of cheekbone and jawline and forehead that said: this face made your face. The eyes — dark. The Saptam Rajya dark. The dark that Amba deflected and that Devraj didn't explain and that was, Ritu now understood, the inheritance. The genetic signature of a kingdom in the eyes of its last daughter.

The woman was — writing. At a desk. In a room that was — beautiful. Not opulently beautiful, not the beauty of palaces and gold, but the beauty of a lived-in space: bookshelves (full, the books horizontal and vertical and stacked, the particular chaos of a reader's shelves), a window (open, sunflowers visible outside, the garden), a desk (wooden, worn, the surface marked by years of writing, the particular desk of a person who wrote every day and whose writing had worn grooves in the wood).

The woman was writing the letter. The letter that Ritu held. The same paper — thick, handmade, the cotton-pulp paper. The same script — old Prakrit, the flowing characters that Ritu could not read. The woman's hand moving across the paper with the fluency of a native writer, the writing that was not laborious but natural, the way speaking is natural, the words flowing from the mind through the hand to the paper without the interruption of translation.

And the woman's hands — the hands that held the pen — were glowing. Gold. The same gold that Ritu's hands glowed. The Dwar Shakti. The Door-Power. The inheritance visible in the skin.

"Mama," Ritu whispered. The word that she had never used for anyone but Amba. The word that was, for the first time, being directed at its biological origin. The word felt — wrong and right simultaneously. Wrong because Amba was Mama, Amba who had picked up the basket and who had raised her and who had made chai and who had hidden her during the purges. Right because the woman in the portal was also Mama, the first Mama, the Mama who had made her body and given her the Shakti and died so that the Shakti could survive.

The portal showed more. The scene shifted — not Ritu's doing, the portal itself choosing to show what it wanted to show, the door's memory unreeling like a story told by a narrator who decided the sequence.

The woman — Meghna, though Ritu did not yet know the name — standing at the window. Looking at the sunflower field. Her hand on her belly — pregnant. The belly that contained Ritu. The belly that was, in this moment in the past, the future. The future that was Ritu.

Then: fire. The scene shifted again — abruptly, the portal's memory jumping — and the fire was everywhere. The village burning. Meghna running. The baby in her arms. The muslin. The basket. The door of light. The pushing through. The sealing.

Ritu watched her birth mother die.

Not the death itself — the portal did not show the fire reaching Meghna, the portal fading before the worst, the door's memory having the mercy or the limitation to stop before the ending. But Ritu saw enough. She saw Meghna sit in the sunflower field. She saw the fire closing in. She saw the face — her face, the face that had made her face — looking at the sealed door with the expression of a woman who had done the hardest thing and who was now experiencing the consequence.

The portal closed. Ritu did not close it — the portal closed itself, the door's memory ending, the story complete.

Ritu sat in the clearing. The letter in her lap. Her hands — not glowing. Still. The stillness of a body that had just witnessed something too large for the body's usual responses.

Karan was beside her. He had watched — from the respectful distance that the morning lessons maintained, the distance that said: I am here if you need me, I am not here if you don't. He had seen the portal. He had seen, through the portal, the woman, the fire, the sunflowers.

"She sealed the kingdom," Ritu said. The words were — flat. The flatness of shock. "My birth mother. She sealed the Saptam Rajya. She used the Dwar Shakti to seal it and the sealing — the sealing killed her."

"The sealing is the ultimate Dwar Shakti act," Karan said. Quietly. The Academy knowledge, offered not as lecture but as context. "The permanent closure. It uses all the power. All the life-force. It's — it's irreversible."

"She chose it."

"She chose to protect you. And to protect the kingdom. The sealing preserved the Saptam Rajya inside the door. The kingdom is — it's not destroyed. It's sealed. Preserved. Waiting."

"Waiting for me."

"Waiting for a Door-Keeper."

"I'm the last one."

"You're the only one."

The difference — last and only. Last implied a sequence, a line of Door-Keepers stretching back through history, a tradition that was ending. Only implied — singularity. A person alone with a power that no one else had. The loneliness of only.

Devraj found them. Papa, who had been watching the morning lessons from a distance since the first day, the watching that was both vigilance and support, the father who could not help but who would not leave. He sat beside Ritu. The sitting was — wordless. The particular wordlessness of a father who could not fix what was broken and who was offering the only thing he had: presence.

"I saw her," Ritu said. "My birth mother. Through the portal."

"Did she—" Devraj stopped. The stopping was — the stopping of a man who was about to ask a question and who had realised, in the asking, that the answer might be more than he could hold. "What did she look like?"

"Like me. She looked like me. The eyes. The face. The hands — her hands glowed the same way mine glow."

Devraj was quiet. The quiet of a man who had raised a daughter for sixteen years and who was now confronting the reality that the daughter had another parent, another origin, another face that matched hers — a face that was not his, not Amba's, the face of the biological that the adoptive had chosen to supersede and that was now, through the portal, asserting itself.

"She was beautiful," Ritu said. Because Papa needed to hear it. Because the hearing would give him — what? Permission? Comfort? The particular assurance that the biological mother was worthy, that the daughter had come from something real, that the basket on the road had contained not just a baby but a legacy?

"She must have been," Devraj said. "She made you."

The sentence — the sentence was — Ritu cried. Not the performance-tears, not the tears that she could summon on command. The real tears. The tears that came from the place where the performing couldn't reach, the place that was not stage but self, the place where a girl who had two mothers — one dead in a sunflower field and one alive and making chai and planning routes through mountains — could hold both and the holding was the breaking.

Devraj held her. The holding was — his arms, the arms that had lifted props and driven wagons and held the reins for forty years, the arms that were not elegant but were sufficient, the arms that said: I am here. The other mother gave you the door. I give you the arms.

 * 

That afternoon, Ritu asked Leela to help her read the letter.

Not read it — Leela couldn't read old Prakrit either. But Leela's Vanaspati Shakti had a property that Ritu had noticed during their training sessions: Leela could feel the history of organic materials. The paper was organic — cotton-pulp, plant-derived, the paper that had been, before it was paper, a living thing. And the ink was organic — plant-based ink, the Saptam Rajya's traditional writing medium, the ink that was not mineral but botanical.

"I can't read the words," Leela said. "But I can feel the paper. The paper remembers. The way a tree trunk remembers the years — the rings, the growth, the scars. Paper remembers the hand that wrote on it."

Leela's hands hovered over the letter. The green glow — faint, the hovering distance, the collaborative Shakti. The glow interacted with the paper. The paper responded — not visually, not legibly, but informationally. Leela's face changed as the information arrived.

"The writer was afraid," Leela said. "The paper carries the fear. The hand was shaking — I can feel the tremor in the ink. But the words were deliberate. The fear didn't make the writing sloppy. The fear made the writing more precise. The writer was — she was controlling the fear the way you control the door. Asking it. Not letting it control her."

"Can you feel what the words say?"

"Not the specific words. But the intention. The paper carries the intention. The intention was — protection. Warning. Love. The three feelings are — braided. The writer was protecting someone, warning someone, and loving someone, and the three acts were the same act."

"Protecting the baby. Warning whoever found the baby. Loving the baby."

"Yes."

Ritu held the letter. The letter that she could not read and that Leela could not translate and that carried, in its organic fibers, the three-braided intention of a woman who had done the hardest thing.

"I need a translator," Ritu said. "Someone who reads old Prakrit."

"Karan?" Leela suggested.

"Karan reads modern Rajvidya scripts. Old Prakrit is — different. Older. Rarer."

"Then who?"

"Guru Markandeya," Karan said. From behind them — he had been listening, the listening being an unavoidable consequence of a group that traveled together and that had no walls between its conversations. "My master reads old Prakrit. He's one of the few people in the seven kingdoms who can. His Dwar Shakti research required it — the primary sources are all in old Prakrit."

"Your master. The master who sent you to find me and file a report."

"The report is unsigned. The report will remain unsigned."

"And if I go to your master for a translation, I'm walking into the hands of a man who has been searching for a Dwar Shakti wielder for thirty years. A man who works within the High Throne's system. A man who has 'latitude.'"

"Yes."

"And you think this is a good idea."

"I think it's the only idea. The old Prakrit translators in the seven kingdoms number approximately four. Three of them are court scholars directly employed by the High Throne. The fourth is my master. My master is — complicated. My master is ambitious. My master is not trustworthy in the way that a friend is trustworthy. But my master is the least dangerous option."

"The least dangerous option is still dangerous."

"Everything is dangerous. The letter is dangerous. Your Shakti is dangerous. Being alive is dangerous. The question is not: is it safe? The question is: is it necessary?"

"It's necessary."

"Then we go to Rajnagar. We go to my master. We get the letter translated. And we see — we see what the letter says and we decide what to do after."

Amba, from across the camp: "I heard that. I heard 'Rajnagar.' I heard 'master.' I heard 'court mage.' And I heard my daughter agreeing to walk into the building where the people who hunt her work."

"Mama—"

"I also heard 'necessary.' And necessary is the word that I have been avoiding for seven days and that I cannot avoid any longer." Amba's face was — the face of a woman who had computed the variables overnight and whose computation had produced an answer that she did not like but that she accepted. "We go to Rajnagar. We go to the court mage's master. And if the master betrays us, I will make the betrayal the last thing he does."

The threat was — the threat was not theatrical. The threat was Amba. The threat was the woman who had picked up a baby and who had raised the baby and who had hidden the baby and who would, if required, destroy anything that threatened the baby. The baby who was now sixteen. The baby who could open doors. The baby who was holding a letter written by a dead woman in a dead language from a sealed kingdom.

The group moved. Toward Rajnagar. Toward the capital. Toward the place where the answers were and the danger was and the two were the same thing.


  
    Chapter 10: Rajnagar (The Capital)

    
    
  
  Rajnagar announced itself before it was visible.

The smell came first — the smell of a million people living in proximity, the particular olfactory signature of a capital city that was equal parts spice market and open drain, temple incense and animal dung, silk dye and street food and the underlying human smell that no sanitation system in the seven kingdoms had managed to eliminate. The smell hit the group at approximately two kilometres out, carried by the wind that blew from the city toward the hills, the wind that said: you are approaching civilisation, and civilisation smells like this.

Then the sound — the sound that was not a single sound but a wall of sound, the aggregate of a million simultaneous activities compressed into a continuous drone that contained, if you listened carefully, the component sounds: cart wheels on stone, vendors calling prices, temple bells at the hour, dogs arguing, children screaming in the particular scream of children who are playing and not dying (the distinction being important in a city where both occurred), and the bass-note hum of human habitation that was to silence what flood is to drought — the opposite, the overwhelming, the too-much.

Then the city itself.

Rajnagar was — large was insufficient. Rajnagar was a landscape. The city occupied a valley between two hills, the buildings climbing the hillsides like barnacles on a ship's hull, the architecture ascending from the river-level slums (mud-brick, crowded, the buildings leaning against each other like drunks supporting each other home) through the merchant quarters (stone, orderly, the buildings separated by streets wide enough for carts) to the palace district at the valley's crown (marble, white, the buildings that did not lean or crowd but stood with the particular architectural confidence of structures that had been built to impress and that succeeded).

At the very top: the Ucch Singhasan. The High Throne's palace. White marble catching the Vasishtha sun, the building that was visible from every point in the city and that was designed to be visible from every point in the city, the architecture of power being: look at me. Look up. Know that I am above you.

"I'm going to be sick," Leela said.

She was not speaking metaphorically. Leela, who had never seen more than fifty people in one place, who had grown up in a forest where the loudest sound was a woodpecker and the strongest smell was neem bark, was standing at the city's edge experiencing the sensory assault that Rajnagar inflicted on every newcomer, the assault that the city's residents had long since stopped noticing and that newcomers experienced as a physical blow.

"Breathe through your mouth," Mata said. "The nose lies in cities. The mouth is more honest."

"The mouth is worse."

"Then stop breathing entirely. We'll carry you."

"Mata."

"Breathe. Adjust. The city is hostile but the city is not deadly. The forest is deadly. The city is merely unpleasant."

Omi was beside Leela (of course). His face was — controlled. The control of a man who was also experiencing the sensory assault but who would not admit it because admitting it would require admitting that the forest-boy was overwhelmed and the being-overwhelmed was, in Omi's personal code, equivalent to weakness. He gripped his bow — the bow that he had retrieved from the wagon before the flight, the bow that was his particular talisman, the object that connected him to the forest and to the self that the forest had produced.

"Put the bow away," Amba said. "Bows are conspicuous in cities. Bows say: this person is not from here. And not-from-here is the thing we cannot afford to be."

Omi put the bow in a canvas wrap. The wrapping was — painful. Visible in the reluctance of his hands, the slowness of the wrapping, the particular grief of a man being separated from his weapon in hostile territory.

They entered Rajnagar through the South Gate — the gate that faced the hills, the gate that the traveling merchants and the pilgrims and the Nat troupes used, the gate that was the least watched because it was the most used, the volume of traffic providing the anonymity that the group needed. Karan led — this was his city, his territory, the Academy boy returning to the Academy's city, the leading being natural in a way that none of the others' leading could be.

The South Gate was — chaos. The particular chaos of a city gate in the Vasishtha Rajya: a bottleneck through which the entire human spectrum was attempting to pass simultaneously. Merchants with carts (the carts piled with goods, the goods spilling, the merchants shouting at the oxen and the oxen ignoring the shouting with the bovine indifference that was the universal characteristic of working oxen). Pilgrims in white (the temple-bound travelers, the religious tourists whose presence in the city was seasonal and whose presence at the gate was currently blocking the merchants and producing the particular urban argument that occurred when commerce met devotion and neither yielded). Soldiers — regular soldiers, not Rakshak, the Vasishtha Rajya's local guard, the brown-and-gold uniforms that were checking papers with the perfunctory attention of men who had been checking papers all day and whose enthusiasm for the task had peaked at approximately seven AM and had been declining since.

The papers. The Natraj troupe's registration was — valid. Registered performing troupe, fourteen members, the papers that Devraj carried and that had passed every checkpoint. But the papers listed fourteen members. The group now numbered eighteen: the original fourteen plus Mata, Leela, Omi, and Karan. The discrepancy was — a problem.

"We split," Karan said. Quietly. At the gate's approach, the queue moving slowly, the checkpoint fifty metres ahead. "The troupe goes through with papers. I go through with my Academy identification — the Academy ID passes any checkpoint. Mata, Leela, and Omi—"

"We're pilgrims," Mata said. The declaration that required no papers — pilgrims in the Vasishtha Rajya were not required to carry identification, the religious exemption that the High Throne maintained because the temples were politically powerful and the temples' pilgrims were the temples' revenue and the revenue was the power.

"Pilgrims need temple tokens," Karan said. "A stamped token from the origin temple showing that the pilgrimage was registered."

"I have a temple token." Mata produced, from a fold in her clothes, a brass disc stamped with the Chitrakoot temple's seal. The disc was — Ritu looked at it — old. The stamp faded. But present.

"When did you get that?" Leela asked.

"Twenty years ago. I went to the Chitrakoot temple for a pilgrimage. The token is still valid — temple tokens don't expire. The temple system is the only system in the seven kingdoms that values permanence over bureaucracy."

"That token is for one person."

"The token is for a pilgrim and dependents. I am a pilgrim. You and Omi are my dependents. The token covers us."

The splitting worked. The Natraj troupe passed through the gate — papers checked, registration verified, the guard's eyes moving over the fourteen members and counting and arriving at fourteen and nodding and stamping and the stamp being the permission, the bureaucratic approval that said: enter. Karan passed through separately — the Academy identification producing a different reaction from the guard, the reaction of a man who recognised institutional authority and who stepped aside with the particular deference that institutional authority commanded.

Mata, Leela, and Omi passed through as pilgrims. The temple token shown, the brass disc examined, the guard's eyes assessing (old woman, young woman, young man, the pilgrim's configuration that was common enough to be unremarkable). Passed.

Inside the city, the group reconvened in a market square — the Haldi Bazaar, the spice market, the particular square where the smell was so intense that no one lingered and where the not-lingering provided privacy, the paradox of a crowded city producing private spaces through the mechanism of overwhelming smell.

"The Academy is in the palace district," Karan said. "Upper city. We can't all go. A Nat troupe entering the palace district is — noticed."

"We don't need to all go," Amba said. "Ritu goes. With you. The rest of us stay in the lower city. We'll find lodging — the Nat hostels, the dharamshalas, the places that don't ask questions."

"I should go too," Leela said. "The Shakti connection — Ritu and I, our Shaktis work better together. If something happens—"

"If something happens in the Rajvidya Academy, a Vanvasi healer will not improve the situation."

"A Vanvasi healer with Vanaspati Shakti might."

Amba looked at Leela. The assessment — the Amba assessment, faster than Mata's, more decisive, the assessment of a woman who processed people the way a marketplace processor processed information: input, analysis, output, decision. The assessment took one second.

"Go. Omi stays."

"If Leela goes, I go."

"Omi stays. An archer in the Academy is a provocation. Leela in the Academy is — unusual but explainable. A student visiting. A healer seeking knowledge. The Academy accepts visitors. The Academy does not accept visitors with bows."

"The bow is wrapped."

"The bow is obvious even wrapped. You carry it like it's your child. No one will mistake you for anything other than what you are: a forest archer who is ready to kill anyone who threatens his — companion."

The word — companion — was loaded. Amba had chosen it deliberately, the choosing of the word that was not "friend" and not "sister" and not the other word that Omi would not say and that Amba saw (because Amba always found out, the universal law) and that Amba was, with the choosing, acknowledging without naming.

Omi looked at Leela. Leela looked at Omi. The looking was — the looking was the conversation that did not require words, the conversation that had been happening between them since the cradle, the conversation that said: I don't want to leave you. I don't want you to leave me. The leaving is temporary. The temporary is still too long.

"I'll be back before dark," Leela said.

"If you're not back by dark, I come in. With the bow. Wrapped or unwrapped."

"Fair."

 * 

The Rajvidya Academy was — not what Ritu expected. She had expected grandeur — the Academy being the institution where the seven kingdoms' court mages trained, the institution that the High Throne funded and that the High Throne controlled and that was, in the hierarchy of power, second only to the palace itself. She had expected marble and gold and the particular architectural showmanship that power institutions used to remind visitors of their insignificance.

What she found was: a garden. A walled compound in the palace district, the walls high but the interior not palace-like. Inside the walls: trees. Gardens. Pathways between buildings that were stone and wood and that had the particular aesthetic of buildings designed for function rather than display, the aesthetic of a school, the buildings saying: learning happens here, and learning does not require marble.

Students moved through the gardens — young people, Karan's age and younger, in the grey-and-silver Academy uniform, the students carrying books and scrolls and the occasional apparatus (brass instruments, crystal vials, the tools of court magic that were, to Ritu's untrained eye, indistinguishable from the tools of alchemy that the market-vendors sold to gullible tourists). The students looked — ordinary. Not the terrible mages that the Nat families feared. Not the power-wielders that the forest-dwellers distrusted. Ordinary young people in a school, carrying books, arguing about assignments, sneaking chai from the kitchen.

Guru Markandeya's office was at the compound's north end. A tower — actual tower, four stories, the kind of architectural feature that said: this person's status requires vertical expression. The tower's interior was: books. Not the neat arrangement of a library but the catastrophic overflow of a collector, the books stacked on every horizontal surface and some vertical surfaces, the books piled on the floor and on the stairs and on the desk and on the chair (Guru Markandeya's desk-chair was a stack of books with a cushion on top, the cushion being the concession to the body's requirements that the mind's requirements had otherwise overruled).

Guru Markandeya was — not what Ritu expected either. She had expected: a villain. The master who sent his apprentice to hunt wild magic users. The man with "latitude" from the High Throne. The man whose ambition Karan had described with the particular carefulness of a student who respected his teacher but did not trust him.

What she found was: an old man. Sixty-five, perhaps seventy. Small — smaller than Amba, the smallness of a man whose body had compressed over decades of sitting and reading and thinking, the physical consequence of a life lived primarily in the mind. Hair white, thin, the hair of a man who had not noticed it thinning because the thinning was a body-event and body-events were, to Guru Markandeya, secondary to mind-events. Eyes — sharp. The eyes that were the exception to the smallness, the eyes that were enormous and bright and that moved with the particular speed of a mind that processed information faster than the mouth could speak.

"Karan." The voice was — surprised. Not displeased, not pleased. Surprised. The surprise of a man whose apprentice had been gone for two weeks and who had expected a report and who was receiving, instead, the apprentice in person accompanied by two young women who were not Academy students. "I expected the form. Not the visit."

"I brought the source," Karan said.

"The source." Guru Markandeya's eyes moved to Ritu. The moving was — the assessment. Not Amba's one-second assessment. Not Mata's two-second assessment. A longer assessment. A thorough assessment. The eyes cataloging: face (Saptam Rajya features), hands (the particular positioning of hands that were hiding something), posture (the defensive posture of a person in unfriendly territory), age (young, too young, the particular youth that made the power more remarkable and more dangerous).

"You're the Door-Keeper," Guru Markandeya said. Not a question. A diagnosis. The old man's eyes had seen what the brass device had only trembled at.

"I'm Ritu Natraj."

"You're both. The name and the power are not mutually exclusive." He looked at Leela. The assessment — shorter, less intense. "And you. Vanaspati. The green is visible on your cuticles even when you're not channeling. You should wear gloves."

"I don't wear gloves."

"Then you should start. The Rakshak in this city are better trained than the ones in the countryside. They'll spot the green from across a market."

"Is that a warning or a threat?"

"It's a professional observation. I am a scholar, young lady. I observe." He turned back to Ritu. The turning was — the turning was the thing that Leela had warned about. The turning of a man who was looking at Ritu not as a person but as a subject, the looking that was academic and acquisitive, the looking that said: you are the most important specimen I have encountered in thirty years of research.

"He looks at you like a tool, not a person," Leela had said. And Leela was right. But Leela was also — incomplete. Because Guru Markandeya's look contained something that the tool-look did not usually contain: wonder. The wonder of a man who had dedicated his life to a theory and who was now standing in front of the theory's proof. The wonder that was not mercenary but genuine, the genuine admiration of a mind encountering something it had only imagined.

"I need a translation," Ritu said. She produced the letter. The old Prakrit letter. The letter that she had carried from the green trunk through the hills through the forest through the city gate to this tower office that was made of books.

Guru Markandeya took the letter. His hands were — gentle. The hands of a man who handled documents the way healers handled patients: with the understanding that the thing in his hands was fragile and irreplaceable and that the handling must be careful.

He read. The reading was — slow. Not because the old Prakrit was difficult for him (clearly it was not — his eyes moved through the text with the fluency of a reader encountering a familiar language) but because the content demanded slowness, the words requiring not just translation but absorption, the text being not just language but — something else. Something that made the old man's face change as he read.

"Who gave you this?" he asked. Without looking up.

"It was with me when my parents found me. In a basket. On a road. Sixteen years ago."

Guru Markandeya looked up. The eyes — the sharp, enormous eyes — were different now. The assessment-look was gone. Replaced by — Ritu could not identify the expression immediately. It was not wonder. It was not greed. It was — gravity. The particular seriousness of a person who has just received information that changes the weight of everything.

"This letter," he said, "was written by Meghna. Meghna of the Saptam Rajya. The last Dwar Shakti Rakshaki — the last Door-Guardian. The woman who sealed the Seventh Kingdom."

"I know. I saw her. Through a portal."

"You saw her."

"I saw her write this letter. I saw her die."

The silence that followed was the silence of a scholar recalibrating. The recalibrating that happened when the data exceeded the theory, when the reality was larger than the model, when the Door-Keeper was not just a carrier of power but a person who had seen her mother's death through a hole in the air.

"The letter says this," Guru Markandeya said. And he translated:

"To the one who finds my daughter:

Protect the Door-Keeper. She is the last. When she is ready — not before, not by force, not by anyone's command but her own — she will open what I am about to close.

Tell her: the door remembers. The door always remembers. The kingdom is inside the door. The kingdom is alive. The gardens, the libraries, the temples, the schools — all sealed, all preserved, all waiting.

Tell her: the opening is her right. No throne in any kingdom can take the right from her. The door belongs to the Door-Keeper. The Door-Keeper decides who enters.

Tell her: I loved her. In the three weeks between her birth and this moment, I loved her the way the sunflower loves the sun — completely, without reservation, turning always toward her.

And tell her: forgive me for leaving. The leaving was the only way to save her. The leaving was the love.

— Meghna, Dwar Shakti Rakshaki, on the night of the burning"

Ritu heard the words. The words that she had felt — in the paper, in the ink, in the Shakti-resonance of the letter against her palms. The words that were protection and warning and love, braided.

She did not cry. Not this time. This time the hearing produced not tears but — steel. The particular hardening that happens when grief transforms into purpose, when the loss becomes the fuel, when the dead mother's words become the living daughter's mandate.

"The opening is her right," Ritu repeated. "The Door-Keeper decides who enters."

"Yes," Guru Markandeya said. And his eyes — the enormous, sharp eyes — were calculating. Ritu could see it: the calculation. The old man's mind computing: the Mahadwar, the sealed kingdom, the libraries, the knowledge, the power. The calculation of a man who had spent thirty years reaching for something and who was now standing next to the only person who could give it to him.

"The opening is my right," Ritu said. "Mine. Not yours. Not the Academy's. Not the High Throne's."

"Of course," Guru Markandeya said. And the smile was — the smile was the thing that Leela saw and that Ritu almost missed. The smile of a man who agreed with the words and who was already planning how to work around them.


  
    Chapter 11: Guru Ka Jaal (The Teacher's Web)

    
    
  
  Guru Markandeya's training began the next morning and the training was a trap.

Not an obvious trap — not the kind of trap with visible teeth and a spring mechanism and the particular mechanical honesty that said: I am a trap, step on me and I will close. Guru Markandeya's trap was academic. Guru Markandeya's trap was pedagogical. The trap was disguised as education, and the education was real, and the realness was the disguise's power: you cannot detect the trap when the trap is teaching you something genuine.

The training room was in the Academy's east wing — a circular chamber with a domed ceiling, the dome painted with astronomical charts (the Saptarishi constellations, the seven-sage stars that the kingdoms were named for, the stars rendered in gold leaf on dark blue plaster, the particular decoration that said: this room connects the earthly to the celestial, the magic practiced here participates in the cosmic order). The floor was stone — smooth, cool, the stone that absorbed Shakti energy and that made the room feel heavy with accumulated power, the weight of decades of magical practice pressed into the mineral grain.

"The Dwar Shakti," Guru Markandeya said, standing at the chamber's centre, his small body made smaller by the domed ceiling's height, "is the rarest form of Shakti in the seven kingdoms. It existed only in the Saptam Rajya. It died — we believed it died — with the Seventh Kingdom's destruction."

He was speaking to Ritu. Ritu sat on the stone floor — the posture that Karan had taught her, the meditation posture, the crossed legs and straight spine and palms-up hands that was the Academy's standard Shakti-training position. Leela sat beside her — not in the meditation posture but in her own posture, the Vanvasi sit, the legs folded beneath her, the hands on her knees, the particular posture of a person who was in an unfamiliar space and who was maintaining her own spatial vocabulary as a form of resistance.

Karan stood by the door. The standing was — the standing of an apprentice who was watching his master with new eyes, the eyes that had changed in the Chitrakoot hills, the eyes that now saw the calculating and the wondering and the planning that the old eyes had not seen or had not wanted to see.

"The Dwar Shakti's core principle," Guru Markandeya continued, "is dimensional access. The ability to perceive the seams between locations — the invisible joining-points where one place meets another — and to open those seams. The opening creates a passage: a portal. The portal allows transit between the two locations."

"I know what it does," Ritu said. "I've done it."

"You've done it accidentally. Emotionally. Without understanding. That is not doing — that is being done to. The Shakti is using you. I propose to teach you to use it."

"The last time someone proposed to teach me, the method was wrong. The Academy method doesn't work with Dwar Shakti."

"Karan told me about the — collaborative approach." The word collaborative spoken with the particular inflection of a scholar encountering a methodology that contradicted his own and that was, annoyingly, producing results. "The asking rather than the commanding. The Vanvasi technique."

"It's not a technique. It's a relationship."

"Semantics."

"Not semantics. A technique is something you do to the Shakti. A relationship is something you have with the Shakti. The distinction matters."

Guru Markandeya looked at Leela. The look was — reassessing. The first assessment had been: Vanvasi healer, minor Shakti, academically irrelevant. The reassessment was: the Vanvasi healer has influenced the Door-Keeper's understanding of her own power, and the influence is not minor.

"Very well. The relationship. We will work within the framework that produces results. The collaborative framework. The asking." He did not hide his skepticism, but he did not block the approach. The pragmatism of a man who cared more about outcomes than about methodological purity.

"Today's exercise: controlled opening. You have opened portals — small ones, chapati-sized, on purpose. Today we expand. The Mahadwar — the Great Door to the Saptam Rajya — requires a portal large enough for a person to walk through. We build toward that."

The exercise was: intention. Ritu sat, closed her eyes, felt the Shakti in her palms (the warmth, the gold, the presence that was both hers and not-hers, the presence that was the door and the door was her). She asked: will you open? And the Shakti responded: yes.

But Guru Markandeya added something. "As you open," he said, "direct the portal toward the Saptam Rajya. The sealed kingdom. Feel for the seal — the particular barrier that your birth mother created. The seal will feel different from the ordinary seams. The seal will feel — heavy. Thick. The seal is a door that has been locked, and the lock is strong, and the finding of the lock is the first step toward the unlocking."

Ritu tried. The portal opened — larger than the chapati-size, the size of a thali now, the opening responding to her intention. Through the opening she saw — places. The random places that the portals showed: a desert, a coastline, a room in a building she didn't recognise. But not the Saptam Rajya. Not the sealed kingdom.

"Reach further," Guru Markandeya said. His voice was — the teacher's voice, the encouraging voice. But underneath the encouragement: urgency. The particular urgency of a man who was close to something he had wanted for thirty years and who was — pushing. "Feel for the seal. The seal is — imagine a wall. A wall made of Shakti. Your birth mother's Shakti. The wall that separates the Seventh Kingdom from the rest of the seven kingdoms. The wall that only a Door-Keeper can feel."

Ritu reached. The reaching was — not physical. The reaching was Shakti-reaching, the extending of her awareness beyond the ordinary seams, past the easy openings, toward something deeper, something further, something that was — there. She could feel it. A barrier. Not a wall — the wall metaphor was wrong. The barrier was — a scar. The particular texture of a wound that had healed but that had not disappeared, the scar-tissue that was stronger than the original skin but that was different, that was marked, that said: something happened here. Something was sealed here.

"I feel it," Ritu said. "It's — it's not a wall. It's a seal. Like — like a burn scar. Strong but different. I can feel where the door used to be. The door that my birth mother closed."

"Can you open it?"

"I — I don't know. It's strong. It's — the seal is made of her Shakti. My birth mother's Shakti. It's the same as mine but — it's hers. The seal recognises me — I can feel it recognise me, the way the letter resonated in my hands. But the recognising is not the same as the opening. The seal is locked. The key is — the key is something I don't have yet."

"What don't you have?"

"I don't know. Strength? Control? The seal is — enormous. The seal is not a door-lock. The seal is a kingdom-lock. The seal closed an entire kingdom. To open it, I would need—"

"Power." Guru Markandeya's voice. The voice that was not the teacher's voice now. The voice that was — the scholar's voice, the obsessed voice, the voice of a man who had been thinking about this for thirty years and whose thinking had produced a plan and whose plan was being revealed, word by careful word. "You would need more power than you currently have. The seal was created by a mature Door-Keeper — your birth mother, at full strength, at the cost of her life. To open what she sealed, you would need equivalent power."

"I'm sixteen. She was — twenty-five? Older? Trained?"

"The power grows with use. With training. With — intensity. The more you use the Dwar Shakti, the stronger it becomes. The Academy can provide the training environment. The exercises. The — the acceleration."

Acceleration. The word that sounded academic and that meant: push harder, open more, use the Shakti more frequently, the more-ness being the path to the power-level that the Mahadwar's seal required.

Leela heard it. The hearing was — Leela's healer's hearing, the hearing that detected the wrong note in the melody, the hearing that said: this is not right. This is not the collaborative way. This is not asking the Shakti. This is demanding the Shakti. This is the court method disguised as the collaborative method.

"That's not how it works," Leela said.

Guru Markandeya looked at her. "Explain."

"You can't accelerate Shakti by forcing more use. Shakti is not a muscle that strengthens with exercise. Shakti is — it's a relationship. You strengthen a relationship with trust, not with intensity. Ritu's Shakti will grow when the Shakti trusts her more. The trust comes from asking, from listening, from respecting the Shakti's limits. Not from pushing past them."

"The Vanvasi philosophy."

"The correct philosophy. I've seen what happens when Ritu's Shakti is pushed — it explodes. The soldiers at Chitrakoot. The involuntary opening. The loss of control. Pushing produces explosions, not growth."

"And the Mahadwar? How does the Vanvasi philosophy propose to open a seal that requires the power of a mature, fully trained Door-Keeper?"

"Time. Training. Growth at the Shakti's pace, not at the scholar's pace."

"Time is a luxury we may not have. The Rakshak are searching for the Door-Keeper. The High Throne's interest in the Dwar Shakti is — increasing. Every day that Ritu remains unfound is borrowed time. The faster she can open the Mahadwar, the faster she — and the sealed kingdom — are safe."

"Safe." Leela said the word with the particular emphasis that transformed a word from a noun into an accusation. "Safe how? Opening the Mahadwar doesn't make Ritu safe. Opening the Mahadwar makes the Seventh Kingdom accessible. And the Seventh Kingdom's accessibility benefits — who? Ritu? Or the man who has been trying to access it for thirty years?"

The room was — quiet. The particular quiet that follows an accusation that is accurate and that cannot be denied without lying and that the accused is too intelligent to deny.

Guru Markandeya smiled. The smile was — the smile that Leela had seen yesterday. The smile of a man who agreed with the words and who was already planning how to work around them.

"The Seventh Kingdom's accessibility benefits everyone," he said. "The knowledge. The libraries. The understanding of a civilisation that had the most advanced Shakti research in the seven kingdoms. That knowledge should not be sealed away. That knowledge belongs to the world."

"That knowledge belongs to the Seventh Kingdom. And the Seventh Kingdom belongs to the Door-Keeper. The letter said: the Door-Keeper decides who enters."

"Of course. Of course the Door-Keeper decides. I am merely — providing the training that the Door-Keeper needs to make the decision."

The conversation ended. Not resolved — suspended. The suspension of a conversation between a scholar who wanted access and a healer who protected boundaries and a Door-Keeper who was listening to both and who was, in the listening, beginning to understand something that neither the scholar nor the healer had said explicitly but that was present in the space between their words:

The training was real. The knowledge was real. Guru Markandeya was genuinely the best resource for understanding the Dwar Shakti — his research, his old Prakrit fluency, his decades of scholarship. The training was valuable and the value was not fake.

But the training was also a funnel. The funnel pointed at the Mahadwar. Every lesson, every exercise, every "controlled opening" practice session was designed to move Ritu closer to the moment when she could open the Great Door. And the Great Door's opening would give Guru Markandeya — and, through Guru Markandeya, the High Throne — access to the Seventh Kingdom.

The funnel was the trap. The trap was the training. The training was the trap.

 * 

That evening, in the lower city, in the dharamshala where the Natraj troupe had found lodging (a communal sleeping hall, the hall that served Nat families and pilgrims and the particular urban homeless who had neither home nor pretence of one, the hall smelling of bodies and incense and the particular desperation of institutional charity), Karan came to see Leela.

"You're right," he said. Without preamble. The without-preamble being the particular communication style of a person who had been thinking about what to say for three hours and who had, in the thinking, burned through the preamble and arrived at the core.

"About what?"

"About my master. About the training. About the — funnel."

"I didn't use that word."

"The word doesn't matter. The shape matters. The training is shaped like a funnel. Everything points at the Mahadwar. Everything my master does — every lesson, every encouragement, every exercise — is designed to get Ritu to the point where she can open the Great Door."

"And?"

"And my master's purpose in opening the Great Door is not — purely scholarly."

"I know."

"You know because you saw it. I know because I've known my master for three years and I've been — willfully not-seeing. The willful not-seeing is the apprentice's disease. The disease that says: my master is wise, my master's intentions are good, the questioning of the master's intentions is the failure of the student. I've had the disease for three years. Today — watching him push Ritu toward the seal, watching his face when she said she could feel it — today I saw what you see."

"What did you see?"

"Hunger. My master is hungry. Not for knowledge — for access. The Seventh Kingdom's sealed contents — the libraries, the research, the accumulated power of a civilisation that no one has accessed in sixteen years. My master wants access. The access is the hunger. And the hunger is — the hunger is not benign."

"What does he plan to do with the access?"

"I don't know. But I know what the Academy does with power: it reports it to the High Throne. And the High Throne does with power what all thrones do: it uses it. Controls it. Weaponises it."

"Military applications."

"Yes."

Leela looked at Karan. The looking was — the assessment. Not Amba's one-second, not Mata's two-second. Leela's assessment was slower, more organic, the healer's assessment that looked not at the surface but at the root. The root of Karan was: conflicted. Genuinely conflicted. A young man who had been raised in a system and who was beginning to see the system and who was — frightened by the seeing. Because seeing the system meant choosing: stay in the system or leave it. And leaving was dangerous. And staying was complicity.

"You need to tell Ritu," Leela said.

"I know."

"You need to tell her everything. The form. The report. The master's plan. Everything."

"The form is unsigned."

"The form exists. The existence is the betrayal, even if the signature is absent."

"I'll tell her."

"Tonight?"

"Tonight."

Karan told her. That night. In the dharamshala's courtyard — the open space between the sleeping halls, the space that smelled of jasmine (the one plant that grew in the urban soil, the jasmine that was Rajnagar's signature flower, the flower that scented every evening with the particular sweetness that was, for city-dwellers, the smell of home and that was, for the fugitives, the smell of foreign territory).

He told her about the form. The unsigned form. The detection-and-containment report that he had been sent to file and that he had not filed and that was, even now, in his satchel.

He told her about Guru Markandeya's plan. The thirty years of research. The obsession with the Mahadwar. The relationship with the High Throne — the funding, the latitude, the implicit agreement that discoveries would be shared, that access would be provided, that the Academy's research served the Throne's interests.

He told her about the military applications. The phrase that his master used and that the Academy used and that the High Throne used and that meant: weapon. The Dwar Shakti as weapon. The portal magic as military infrastructure. The ability to move armies through doors. The ability to bypass walls, to circumvent defenses, to appear anywhere. The military dream that the High Throne had been dreaming for sixteen years — since it destroyed the Seventh Kingdom to prevent exactly this — and that the finding of a new Door-Keeper had reawakened.

Ritu listened. The listening was — still. The stillness of the stone floor in the training room, the stillness that absorbed everything and gave back nothing.

"The form," she said. "Show me."

Karan produced it. The parchment. The Academy letterhead. The blank spaces where the information went: location of detection, description of source, recommended action.

Ritu took it. Held it. The paper was — unlike the letter. The letter was warm. The letter was organic. The letter was made by hands and written by a mother and carried sixteen years of love in its fibers. This form was — cold. Institutional. The paper of a system that processed people the way it processed information: efficiently, completely, without the particular warmth that human hands give to human things.

She tore it. Two pieces. Four pieces. Eight pieces. Sixteen pieces. The tearing was — deliberate. Each tear a decision. Each decision a separation. The separation of Ritu from the system that the form represented.

"That was the only copy," Karan said.

"Good."

"My master will ask about it."

"Let him ask."

"He'll know I didn't file it."

"Good. Let him know. The knowing changes the game. Right now, your master thinks I'm a student who doesn't understand his plan. After tonight, your master will know that I'm a Door-Keeper who understands his plan and who has destroyed the report and who is still here. Still training. Still learning. But on my terms. Not his."

"That's dangerous."

"Everything is dangerous. Leela told me that. The question is not: is it safe? The question is: is it necessary?"

The jasmine scented the courtyard. The night settled over Rajnagar. And in the dharamshala, a girl who could open doors tore up the paper that would have closed them — the doors, and her — forever.


  
    Chapter 12: Bandhan (Bonds)

    
    
  
  The days in Rajnagar developed a double rhythm: the training rhythm and the living rhythm, the two running in parallel like the banks of a river, the training being the current and the living being the earth through which the current cut.

The training rhythm was: morning at the Academy. Guru Markandeya's circular chamber. The stone floor. The dome with its constellation paintings. The exercises that were genuinely useful (Ritu was learning — learning to open portals of specific sizes, to hold them for specific durations, to direct them toward specific locations) and that were also genuinely funneled (every exercise pointed, eventually, at the Mahadwar's seal, the way every road in the Vasishtha Rajya pointed, eventually, at Rajnagar). Ritu trained with the awareness of a person who was using the tool without trusting the toolmaker, the particular discipline of learning from a teacher whose motives you understood and whose understanding freed you to take the knowledge and discard the agenda.

Leela attended every session. This was Ritu's condition — non-negotiable, presented to Guru Markandeya with the particular firmness that Ritu had inherited from Amba (the firmness that was not negotiation but declaration, the declaration that said: this is how it is, and the how-it-is is final). Leela's presence served two purposes: the Shakti purpose (Leela's Vanaspati Shakti provided a grounding influence, the green-energy that anchored Ritu's gold-energy when the portal-work became intense, the healer's hand preventing the performer's overreach) and the witness purpose (Leela watched Guru Markandeya with the healer's eye, the eye that detected the wrong note, the eye that saw the hunger beneath the teaching and that reported the seeing to Ritu after every session).

Karan was — different. Since the confession in the dharamshala courtyard, since the tearing of the form, Karan was different the way a person is different after removing a mask: lighter, more visible, the face that had been hidden now available for reading. He still attended the training — he was still Guru Markandeya's apprentice, the relationship not formally broken, the break being internal rather than institutional — but his attending was now split: half student, half guard. He watched his master the way Leela watched. Two pairs of eyes on the old man. The watching that was itself a form of control: I see you. I see your hunger. The seeing is my power.

The living rhythm was: everything else.

The Natraj troupe had found its feet in Rajnagar. This was what Nat troupes did — they found feet. Wherever they went, however hostile the terrain, the troupe adapted, the adapting being the core skill that centuries of traveling had produced, the skill that said: the place changes, we change with it, the changing is the surviving.

Amba found work. Not performance work — Nat performances in Rajnagar were illegal, the capital's entertainment laws restricting public performances to licensed troupes and the licensing being available only to settled troupes, not traveling ones, the particular bureaucratic discrimination that kept Nat art visible in the countryside and invisible in the city. But Amba found other work: seamstress work, Noor's skill deployed at a tailor's shop in the lower city (the tailor being a man who didn't ask questions and who paid in coin and who appreciated Noor's embroidery, the embroidery that Noor produced at a speed that suggested supernatural assistance but that was, in fact, merely the natural result of a woman who had been sewing since she was seven).

Lakku found work at the docks — the river docks, the Vasishtha Rajya's inland waterway that ran through Rajnagar's lower city, the docks where men loaded and unloaded cargo and where the work was physical and the payment was daily and the questions were: can you lift this? (Yes, Lakku could lift anything. Lakku's body was the performer's body, trained for decades to move and carry and balance, the body that was designed for the stage and that functioned equally well on the docks.) Devraj joined him. Father and son, loading cargo, the particular dignity of men who had been performers their entire lives and who were now manual labourers and who performed the labour with the same commitment they brought to the stage, the commitment that said: whatever the role, perform it fully.

Mata set up a healing station. In the dharamshala's courtyard — the jasmine-scented courtyard that became, within three days of Mata's occupation, a clinic. The clinic was unofficial, unlicensed, the particular healthcare that existed in the spaces between institutional medicine and institutional neglect, the healthcare that served the people who could not afford the Academy-trained physicians and who could not access the temple healers and who were, therefore, left to the particular mercy of the market: the charlatan herbal-sellers and the fortune-tellers and the practitioners whose qualifications were imagination and whose medicine was hope.

Mata's medicine was not hope. Mata's medicine was: actual medicine. The Vanvasi herbal knowledge that was five hundred years old and that worked and that the Academy classified as "unregulated" and that Mata classified as "the only thing standing between these people and death."

Leela assisted. In the afternoons, after the morning training at the Academy, Leela worked beside Mata in the courtyard clinic. The work was — healing. The actual healing, the thing that Leela had been training for her entire life, the thing that the flight from Haritpur had interrupted and that the city had resumed in a different form. In the forest, Leela healed plants and the occasional villager. In the city, Leela healed — everyone. The dharamshala's residents, the dock workers, the street children, the particular population of urban poor who lived in the space between survival and catastrophe and for whom a cut that went septic or a fever that lasted too long was the difference between working and not-working and not-working was the difference between eating and not-eating.

Leela's Vanaspati Shakti proved — useful. Not in the flashy way, not in the portal-opening, door-shimmering way that Ritu's Shakti worked. In the quiet way. Leela could grow aloe in her palm — literally, the plant sprouting from a seed held in her hand, the green glow facilitating the growth, the aloe-leaf ready to apply to a burn within minutes instead of weeks. She could produce fresh tulsi for fever-tea — the Krishna tulsi, the dark variety, stronger, the leaves appearing between her fingers like a card trick but real, the plant responding to the Shakti's asking.

She wore gloves now. Guru Markandeya's advice, reluctantly taken, the advice being: the Rakshak in Rajnagar will spot the green cuticles. The gloves were cotton — Noor-made, embroidered (Noor could not help the embroidering, the embroidery being Noor's particular expression of affection, the needle and thread doing what the words sometimes could not), the gloves serving the dual purpose of hiding the Shakti-green and protecting the hands during the healing work.

 * 

And then: the performance.

It happened because of Omi. Omi, who was — bored. Bored was a dangerous state for Omi, the boredom of a forest-archer who had been transplanted into a city and whose primary skill (archery) was forbidden and whose primary purpose (protecting Leela) was being fulfilled by walls and doors rather than by arrows and bows. Omi bored was Omi restless. Omi restless was Omi prowling the lower city's streets, the bow (wrapped, hidden, but present, always present) on his back, the prowling covering ground with the efficiency of a man who was mapping terrain, the forest-boy's instinct applied to urban geography.

Omi found the underground performance. In the lower city — a cellar beneath a defunct merchant's warehouse, the cellar that had been converted, by persons unknown, into a performance space. The space was — illegal. Nat performances were illegal in Rajnagar. But the illegality produced, as illegality always produces, the underground: the hidden performances, the cellar shows, the particular art that survives prohibition by going beneath it.

"There's a show tonight," Omi told Ritu. In the dharamshala. His voice was — excited. The excitement that Omi rarely showed, the excitement being, for Omi, an emotion that he kept wrapped and hidden like the bow, the emotion that appeared only when the stimulus was strong enough to penetrate the wrapping. "A Nat troupe. Not from Rajnagar — from the Vasishtha countryside. They're performing Rani Kasturi."

Ritu's response was — immediate. Physical. The performer's response to the performance's name: the blood quickening, the hands warm (the particular warmth that was both the performer's adrenaline and the Shakti's stirring, the two responses now indistinguishable), the body saying: yes. Yes to the stage. Yes to the performing. The thing that she had been denied since the Chitrakoot dawn. The thing that defined her.

They went. Ritu, Leela, Omi, Karan. The four who had become — the unit. The particular subset of the larger group that operated as a team, the team being: the Door-Keeper, the Healer, the Archer, and the Mage. The characters in a story that none of them had auditioned for and that all of them were performing.

The cellar was — full. Fifty people, perhaps sixty, packed into a space designed for twenty, the audience sitting on crates and standing against walls and the particular physical intimacy of an underground show where the audience and the performers shared the same air and the sharing was the art. The performers were — another Nat troupe. Smaller than the Natrajs. Five members. The costumes were — patched. The props were — minimal. The performance was — real.

Ritu watched Rani Kasturi performed by another troupe and the watching was — the watching was education. Not the education that Guru Markandeya provided, not the Shakti-education. The performance education. The education that said: this is what we do, this is who we are, this is the art that the High Throne has banned and that the banning has not killed because the art is older than the throne and the art is in the blood and the blood does not obey laws.

The performer playing Rani Kasturi was — good. Not great. Not Ritu. But good. The girl (fifteen, maybe sixteen, the age that Ritu had been at Haldipura) spoke the lines with conviction and the conviction carried the performance even when the technique faltered. And when the girl spoke the line — "I am the door between what was and what will be" — Ritu felt the Shakti stir.

Not the dangerous stir. Not the explosion-stir. The gentle stir. The collaborative stir. The asking stir — the Shakti responding to the performance the way a plant responds to rain, the response being: this is my element. This is where I live. The performance is the Shakti's home.

Ritu understood something that she had not understood before. The Dwar Shakti was not separate from the performing. The Dwar Shakti was born from the performing. The Saptam Rajya — the Seventh Kingdom — had been a kingdom of performers. The Door-Power had evolved from the performance-power, the ability to become someone else, to open the self to another story, to be the door between what was and what will be. The performing and the portal-opening were the same thing. The same Shakti. The same gift.

After the show — in the street above the cellar, the midnight street of Rajnagar's lower city, the street that smelled of jasmine and sewage and the particular nighttime chemistry of a city that did not sleep — Karan taught Ritu to meditate standing up. Not the sitting meditation, not the Academy standard. The standing meditation — the performer's meditation, the meditation that happened in the body's motion rather than the body's stillness.

"Juggle," Karan said. He had brought the river-stones — the three smooth stones from the Chitrakoot stream, the stones that he still could not keep in the air for more than two cycles but that he carried anyway, the carrying being the commitment to the learning.

Ritu juggled. Three stones. In the lamplight. The stones catching the yellow of the oil-lamp that hung outside the warehouse, the light making the stones seem to glow — or was it the light? Was it the Shakti? The stones in the air, the hands moving, the pattern that was muscle-memory and that was also, she now felt, Shakti-memory: the awareness of multiple objects in multiple positions, the awareness that was juggling and that was portaling and that was performing and that was all the same thing.

"Now open a portal while juggling," Karan said.

"That's impossible."

"If you can keep three stones in the air, you can keep three spells going at once. Your words. Prove them."

Ritu juggled. And asked. The asking was — split. Part of her attention on the stones (the physical, the muscle, the hands) and part on the Shakti (the gold, the warmth, the door). The splitting was — difficult. But the difficulty was the difficulty of a new skill being learned, not the difficulty of an impossible thing being attempted. The splitting was possible.

A shimmer. Small. To her left. A portal — chapati-sized — opened while the stones continued their arc. Through the portal: the dharamshala courtyard. She could see Mata's clinic. She could see the jasmine bush. She could see, through the portal, the place that was home-for-now while her hands kept three stones in the air.

"There," Karan said. The smile — not the almost-smile. The real smile. The smile that said: you did it. The two things at once. The performing and the portaling. The same thing.

Leela was watching. Omi was beside her. They were standing in the lamplight, the four of them, in a midnight street in a capital city that wanted them gone, and the standing was — the standing was the image that would stay. The image that was the unit. The team. The Nat and the Vanvasi and the Mage and the Door-Keeper, standing in lamplight, the stones in the air and the portal open and the night around them and the danger around the night and the danger not mattering because the standing-together was the strength and the strength was enough.


  
    Chapter 13: Dhoka (Betrayal)

    
    
  
  The betrayal came on a Tuesday, because betrayals do not respect the narrative convention that demands they arrive on dramatic nights or during storms. The betrayal came on an ordinary Tuesday in Rajnagar, the sun doing its usual Vasishtha thing (hot, direct, the light that hid nothing), and the betrayal was — ordinary. The betrayal was a message. A parchment. A communication sent from Guru Markandeya's tower office to the Rakshak headquarters in the palace district, the communication traveling by courier (a boy, fourteen, who ran messages for the Academy for three copper coins per delivery and who did not read the messages because reading was not part of the job description and curiosity was not part of the compensation).

The message said: The Dwar Shakti carrier has been located. Currently training at the Rajvidya Academy under my supervision. Recommend immediate secure transfer to High Throne custody for controlled study.

Karan found the message. Not the original — the copy. Guru Markandeya kept copies of all correspondence in a filing system that was, like everything in the tower office, organised by the logic of a mind that did not organise the way other minds organised. The copy was in a book — literally inside a book, pressed between pages 47 and 48 of a treatise on dimensional theory, the filing location being both absurd and, by Guru Markandeya's internal logic, perfectly sensible (the message concerned dimensional phenomena, therefore it belonged in the dimensional theory section).

Karan found it because he was looking. Since the confession in the dharamshala courtyard, since the form-tearing, Karan had been searching his master's office during the hours when the master was not present, the searching being systematic and quiet and conducted with the particular efficiency of a student who knew his teacher's habits and who used the knowing to time the searching.

He found the copy at midday. The training session had ended. Ritu and Leela had returned to the lower city. Guru Markandeya had gone to a faculty meeting — the particular institutional obligation that even obsessed scholars could not avoid, the meeting that happened every Tuesday and that lasted two hours and that provided Karan with the window.

The message was dated three days ago. Three days. The courier would have delivered it within hours. The Rakshak headquarters would have processed it within a day. The processing would have produced a response within two days.

Which meant: the response was already on its way. Or already here.

Karan ran.

Not the running of a morning jogger, not the running of a boy who was late. The running of a person who had just read the death sentence for everyone he cared about and who was now in a race against the Rakshak's efficiency, the race being: can I reach them before the soldiers do?

He ran through the Academy's gardens (the students looking up from their books, the looking that said: why is the apprentice running? The running that was noticed and that was filed in the institutional memory the way all anomalies were filed: noted, discussed, eventually reported). He ran through the palace district's gates (the guards calling after him, the calling that he ignored, the ignoring that was also noted). He ran down the hill — the hill that separated the palace district from the lower city, the hill that was the geographical expression of the social hierarchy, the higher ground for the higher castes, the lower ground for the lower, the running being a descent from one world to another.

He reached the dharamshala in twelve minutes. Twelve minutes that felt like twelve hours, the particular temporal distortion of adrenaline, the minutes stretching because the mind was racing faster than the body and the mind's racing made the body's running seem glacial.

Ritu was in the courtyard. With Leela. With Mata. The afternoon clinic was operating — three patients waiting, a child with a cough, an old man with a swollen knee, a woman whose eyes said: I am sick in a way that herbs cannot fix but that the healer's attention might.

"We have to go," Karan said. The words came out — breathless, the breath not recovered from the running, the words competing with the lungs for the same air. "Now. We have to go now."

Ritu looked at him. The performer's reading — the face, the voice, the body, the micro-expressions. What she read was: terror. Not the managed fear that Karan had shown before. Terror. The unmanaged, uncontrolled, animal terror of a person who has seen the worst coming and who is now standing in the worst's path.

"What happened?"

"Guru Markandeya. He sent a message. To the Rakshak. Three days ago. They know you're here. They know where you're training. They're coming."

The courtyard — the jasmine-scented courtyard, the clinic, the patients waiting, the particular domesticity of Mata's healing practice — the courtyard froze. The freezing was not physical — the bodies moved, the plants grew, the jasmine released its scent — but temporal. The moment between the hearing and the responding. The moment that lasted a heartbeat and that contained, in the heartbeat, every calculation that the group had been trained to make: run or stay, fight or flee, scatter or stay together.

"How long?" Amba's voice. From inside the dharamshala. Amba, who had heard — because Amba heard everything, the universal law applying even in cities — and who was already emerging, the emergence being the general appearing on the field, the woman whose response to threat was not fear but strategy.

"The message was three days ago. The Rakshak response time for a priority target is — forty-eight hours for planning, twelve hours for deployment. They could be here—"

"Now. They could be here now."

"Yes."

Amba moved. The movement was — Ritu had seen it before. At Chitrakoot. The general's movement. The movement that was not panic but precision, the body executing a plan that the mind had prepared long ago, the plan that every Nat mother carried: the escape plan. The exit strategy. The route from here to gone that was always, always, pre-calculated.

"Lakku. Devraj. Get everyone to the South Gate. Not the main road — the riverside path. The path goes under the bridge, through the washerwomen's quarter, out the South Gate's small door. The small door is unguarded after midday — the guards switch shifts and the replacement is always late. Fifteen minutes."

"The patients—" Mata began.

"Leela, close the clinic. Give them what you can. Give them enough to last. We can't take them with us and we can't leave them without medicine."

Leela moved. The healer's speed — not the running speed, not the fleeing speed. The healing speed. The particular urgency of a person who was about to abandon patients and who was determined to do the abandoning with as much care as the abandoning allowed. She gave the child's mother a pouch of tulsi leaves (grown in her palm, three seconds, the Shakti responding to the urgency). She wrapped the old man's knee with a bandage and a turmeric paste. The woman with the sick eyes — Leela held her hand. Just held it. Two seconds. The holding that said: I am sorry. I am leaving. The leaving is not about you.

"Omi." Amba's voice. "The bow."

Omi was already unwrapping it. The canvas coming off with the speed of a man who had been waiting for this moment since the wrapping, the bow appearing in his hands with the particular homecoming of a weapon returning to its wielder, the string humming as it settled into the nocks.

"Karan. Can you get us out of the city without the Rajpath?"

"There's a path through the tannery district. Below the South Gate. The tanneries stink — the Rakshak avoid the area. The smell is — it's a natural deterrent."

"Good. Lead."

The group moved. Seventeen people (minus one — Cousin Priya had taken work at a textile mill and was not at the dharamshala, and the not-being-there was either fortune or tragedy depending on whether the Rakshak went to the dharamshala or to the mill, the particular lottery of persecution being: location, location, location). Sixteen people moving through the lower city's afternoon streets with the speed of people who were not running but who were walking very fast, the walk that said: we are going somewhere with purpose and the purpose is not panic.

They reached the riverside path. The path that ran along the Vasishtha's river, the river that bisected Rajnagar, the path that was used by washerwomen and dock workers and the particular class of urban poor who lived by the river because the riverside land was the cheapest land and the cheapest land was the land that flooded and the flooding was the tax that the poor paid for proximity to the city's resources.

The washerwomen's quarter was — busy. This was good. Busy meant: anonymous. The washerwomen (fifty, a hundred, the women who beat clothes on the river stones and who turned the beating into music, the particular rhythm of laundry that was Rajnagar's bassline) did not look up. The washerwomen were focused on the washing and the washing was the world and the world did not include sixteen fugitives passing through at speed.

The small door at the South Gate was — Karan was right. Unguarded. The shift-change gap, the fifteen-minute window that the Rakshak had not noticed because the Rakshak monitored the main gates and the main roads and the main things, the main being the province of power and the small being the province of the overlooked.

They were through. Through the small door, through the gate, into the scrubland beyond the city's walls, the scrubland that was not yet the hills and not still the city, the in-between space that every city had, the particular geography of the threshold.

And then — behind them. Inside the city. The sound.

The sound of the General's horn. The particular horn that the Rakshak used to signal a deployment — not a raid, not a search, a deployment. The horn that said: the entire district is being locked down. The horn that meant: no one enters, no one leaves, the control is total.

The horn was for them. The horn was the response to Guru Markandeya's message. The horn was the High Throne's answer to the question: what do you do when you find the last Door-Keeper? And the answer was: you send everyone.

"Move," Amba said. The single word. The word that was not a suggestion but a command and that was also, underneath the command, a prayer: move, my family. Move away from the horn. Move away from the city. Move into the hills that I know and that the Rakshak do not know and that will, if we move fast enough, swallow us the way they swallowed us in Chitrakoot.

They moved. Into the scrubland. Into the hills. The hills that had saved them once and that would, Amba was betting everything on it, save them again.

But they did not all move.

Mata Ashwini stopped. At the threshold — at the exact point where the city's edge met the scrubland's beginning, at the particular geographical boundary that was also, she knew, the tactical boundary. Inside the city: the Rakshak, the horn, the deployment. Outside the city: the fugitives, the flight, the hills.

"Mata." Leela's voice. From ahead. The voice that was — the voice of a granddaughter who had turned and seen that the grandmother was not moving and whose not-moving was the worst thing.

"I'm staying," Mata said.

"What?"

"The Rakshak are deploying to the dharamshala. The dharamshala has my patients. My herbs. My clinic. If the Rakshak find the clinic, they'll know a healer was operating illegally. They'll arrest the dharamshala's owner. They'll arrest anyone who was treated at the clinic. The evidence needs to disappear."

"Mata, you can't—"

"I'm seventy-two. I'm slow. I'm slowing the group down. And I'm the only one who knows what needs to disappear from that clinic. The particular herbs. The particular preparations. The things that the Rakshak can trace."

"You'll be caught."

"I'll be caught. An old woman. A pilgrim. With a valid temple token. The Rakshak will detain me. They will ask questions. I will answer the questions with the particular unhelpfulness that seventy-two years of practice has perfected. And I will buy you time."

"Mata, I won't leave you."

"You will." Mata's voice was — the voice that Leela had heard all her life. The voice that said: this is the medicine. The medicine is not pleasant. The medicine is necessary. Take it. "You will leave me because the leaving is the healing. The group needs to move. The group cannot move fast with a seventy-two-year-old woman whose knees are — Leela, my knees have been screaming since Chitrakoot. The hills are not possible for me. Not at the speed you need."

"I'll carry you."

"You'll carry the group. That's your job now. The healer's job. My job was to teach you. Your job is to do the healing. The teaching is done. The doing is yours."

Omi stepped forward. The bow in his hand. The face that said: I will fight every Rakshak soldier between here and the dharamshala if that's what it takes.

"Omi." Mata's hand on his arm. The same gesture — the hand-on-arm that lowered the bow, the hand that was seventy-two and that was strong. "Protect Leela. That is your only job. Not me. Leela."

"Both."

"Leela. Only Leela. The protecting of me is — the protecting of me is finished. I protected myself for seventy-two years. I did a very good job. The job is done."

Leela was — the tears. Not the performing tears. The real tears. The tears that came from the place where a granddaughter was being separated from the only mother she had known since she was six, the separation that was chosen and that was necessary and that was, in its necessity, the cruelest kind of separation: the kind that you cannot argue with because the argument for staying is weaker than the argument for going.

Mata held Leela's face. The hands — the old hands, the healer's hands that had made a thousand poultices and grown a thousand herbs and held a thousand patients. The hands on Leela's face.

"You are the healer now. Not the student. The healer. The healing is yours. Do it well."

Mata turned. Walked back through the small door. Into the city. Into the horn-sound. Into the deployment. The walking was — steady. The walking of a woman who was not fleeing and who was not fighting but who was choosing, the choosing that was the bravest act and the choosing that looked, from the outside, like surrender and that was, from the inside, the most active thing she had ever done.

The small door closed behind her.

Leela stood at the threshold. Omi beside her. The hand on her arm — not the bow-lowering hand. The holding hand. The hand that said: I am here. The loss is real. The here is also real.

"We move," Amba said. The general's voice. The voice that could not afford the pause that grief required because the pause was the danger and the danger was the horn and the horn was the Rakshak and the Rakshak were coming.

They moved. Into the hills. Fifteen people now. Minus Mata. Minus the healer who had taught the healer. Minus the seventy-two-year-old woman who had chosen the city over the hills and the capture over the flight and the protecting of others over the protecting of herself.

And in the dharamshala courtyard, Mata Ashwini was already working. Destroying the evidence. Grinding the herbs into the dirt. Pouring the tinctures into the drain. Removing every trace of the illegal clinic that had healed forty-seven people in nine days and that would, by the time the Rakshak arrived, be nothing but jasmine and stone.


  
    Chapter 14: Karagraha (The Prison)

    
    
  
  Leela went back for Mata.

Not immediately — not in the first hour after the flight, when the group was moving through the scrubland and the horn was still sounding and the moving was the only thing. Not in the second hour, when the hills had swallowed them and the horn was distant and Amba had found a ravine that provided cover and that the group had collapsed into with the particular gratitude of bodies that had been running on adrenaline and that were now running on nothing.

Leela went back on the second night. When the group was camped in the hills — the Chitrakoot hills, again, the hills that were becoming their particular geography of flight, the terrain that they knew and that knew them. When the camp was quiet. When Amba was asleep (between midnight and two AM, the sleep-window that Devraj had been timing for forty-eight years). When the fire was embers.

"I'm going," Leela told Omi.

Omi did not say: don't go. Omi did not say: it's too dangerous. Omi did not say any of the things that a sensible person would say to another sensible person who was proposing to walk back into a city that had deployed its entire military garrison to find them. What Omi said was: "I'm coming."

"I know."

"You were going to leave without telling me."

"I was going to tell you. I just wasn't going to give you time to argue."

"I don't argue."

"You argue with everyone."

"I argue with everyone except you."

"You especially argue with me."

"That's not arguing. That's — communication."

"Omi."

"I'm coming. The coming is not negotiable."

They went. Two people. Through the hills, down the scrubland, back toward Rajnagar. The journey that had taken the group twelve hours at the pace of fifteen people was covered in four hours by two, the two being young and fast and carrying nothing except Omi's bow and Leela's healing kit and the particular lightness of people who had left everything else — including, temporarily, the group that was their world — behind.

They reached Rajnagar's walls at the hour before dawn. The hour that the city was quietest — not silent (Rajnagar was never silent, the million-person city producing sound the way a forest produced oxygen: constantly, involuntarily, the sound being the city's respiration) but at its lowest volume, the particular hush that preceded the dawn and that was, for people who needed to enter a city without being noticed, the optimal hour.

The small door at the South Gate was — locked. The shift-change gap had been closed — the Rakshak, having discovered the group's escape route, had secured it. The lock was iron. The lock was — not a problem.

Leela knelt at the lock. The lock's mechanism was iron, but the door was wood. And the door's hinges were set in a wooden frame. And the wooden frame was — organic. Plant-derived. The particular material that the Vanaspati Shakti understood and that the Vanaspati Shakti could communicate with.

"The wood is old," Leela whispered. Her hands on the frame — the gloveless hands, the green fingertips visible in the pre-dawn grey, the Shakti activated. "The wood has been a door for thirty years. Before that, the wood was a tree. The tree's memory is in the wood. The tree remembers growing."

She asked the wood: grow. Not the door — the frame. The frame around the hinges. The wood that held the hinges in place. She asked the wood to do what it had done when it was alive: expand. The particular expansion that trees did in spring, the swelling of fibers that was growth and that was also, when directed precisely, the loosening of things held tight.

The frame swelled. The hinges loosened. The door — still locked, the iron mechanism still engaged — shifted. The shifting was not much: three millimetres, four. But three millimetres was enough. Enough for the door to move off its hinges while remaining locked, the particular feat that was not lock-picking but frame-loosening, the Vanvasi way of opening things that did not involve the lock at all.

The door swung open. Still locked. The lock dangling uselessly from the bolt that it had been bolting into a hinge-frame that was no longer where the bolt expected it to be.

"Remind me to never lock you out of anything," Omi said.

"You've never locked me out of anything."

"I know. I'm confirming the wisdom of that policy."

Inside the city. The streets that were different at this hour — not the daytime chaos, not the nighttime lamplit activity. The pre-dawn empty. The streets that belonged, at this hour, to the street dogs and the night-watch soldiers (the regular soldiers, not Rakshak, the night-watch being a low-status assignment that attracted the least motivated soldiers, the soldiers who were more interested in finding a warm spot to sleep than in patrolling for fugitives).

They moved through the lower city. Toward the palace district. Toward — the Rakshak headquarters. Because Karan had told them, before they left, where Mata would be held: the Rakshak detention cells, beneath the headquarters building, the cells that were in the palace district because the palace district was where the Rakshak operated and the operating included the detaining and the detaining required cells.

"The cells are below ground," Karan had said. "Two levels. The first level is for common detainees — thieves, brawlers, the minor offenses. The second level is for political detainees. Mata will be on the second level. The second level has stone walls, iron doors, and spelled manacles."

"Spelled manacles."

"Manacles with Shakti-suppression spells. The spells prevent the detainee from using any Shakti while restrained. The spells are Academy-standard — my master helped design them."

"Of course he did."

"The manacles require a key. The key is held by the cell guard. The cell guard changes at dawn. At the change, there's a three-minute window when both guards are present and the key is being transferred. That's your window."

"Three minutes."

"Three minutes to get the key, open the manacles, and get Mata out of the cell. The getting-out is — the getting-out is the hard part. The cells have one exit: the stairs. The stairs lead to the headquarters lobby. The lobby has four guards at all times."

"What about windows?"

"Underground cells don't have windows."

"Vents? Air passages?"

"There are ventilation shafts. But the shafts are — narrow. A person couldn't fit."

"A vine could."

Karan had looked at Leela. The looking was the looking of a court mage who was beginning to understand that the Vanvasi approach to problem-solving was fundamentally different from the Academy approach, the difference being: the Academy solved problems with more Shakti, and the Vanvasi solved problems with the right Shakti.

 * 

The palace district at pre-dawn was — quiet. The particular quiet of the wealthy at rest, the quiet that money purchased, the quiet that said: the people who live here do not work at this hour because the people who live here do not need to work at this hour. The buildings were marble. The streets were clean. The difference between the lower city and the palace district was the difference between survival and comfort, the particular geography of class that Rajnagar expressed in stone and street-width.

The Rakshak headquarters was — a building. Not the impressive building that Ritu had expected when she first entered Rajnagar (the palace was the impressive building, the headquarters was merely functional). The building was stone, three stories, the architecture saying: this building serves a purpose and the purpose does not require beauty. The purpose was: control. Detention. The particular institutional functions that required thick walls and iron doors and underground cells.

Leela and Omi approached from the east. The east side had — Karan had described it — a service entrance. The entrance used by the kitchen staff (the headquarters had a kitchen, the detention operation requiring food, the food requiring cooks, the cooks requiring an entrance that was less guarded than the main entrance because cooks were not considered security risks, the particular oversight of a system that did not expect threats from the direction of food).

The service entrance was locked. A wooden door. Wooden frame.

Leela did the same thing. The frame-swelling. The hinge-loosening. The door opening while still technically locked.

"You're making this look easy," Omi whispered.

"It is easy. Wood wants to grow. I'm just reminding it."

Inside the headquarters kitchen. The kitchen was — exactly a kitchen. Pots, pans, the particular collection of cooking implements that institutional kitchens accumulate, the kitchen that cooked for guards and detainees and that smelled of yesterday's dal and this morning's chai (the chai already on the fire, the pre-dawn preparation, the cook not yet present but the chai starting, the automated ritual of a kitchen that made chai the way Nat families performed: by tradition, by muscle-memory, by the body doing what the body had always done).

Through the kitchen. Into the corridor. The corridor that led — downward. The stairs that Karan had described. The stairs to the first level (common detainees, the minor offenses) and then to the second level (political detainees, the spelled manacles).

The second level was — cold. The cold of underground stone, the cold that was not weather but geology, the particular temperature of rooms that the sun had never reached and that retained the earth's baseline temperature, the cold that said: you are below the surface, you are in the place where the city hides what the city does not want seen.

The corridor had four cells. Iron doors. The doors had small windows — barred, the bars allowing the guards to check the detainees without opening the doors. Three of the windows were dark — empty cells or sleeping prisoners. The fourth window had light — the light of a small oil lamp, the lamp that the detention rules required (the rules being: political detainees must be visible at all times, the visibility being the control, the control being the point).

Leela looked through the window.

Mata. Sitting on the cell's stone bench. The posture of a woman who was sitting not because she was resting but because the spelled manacles — heavy, iron, attached to chains that were attached to the wall — did not permit standing. The manacles were on her wrists. The wrists were — Leela looked and the looking was the healer's looking, the diagnostic looking — the wrists were bruised. The bruising of skin that was seventy-two years old and that did not bruise easily and that had therefore been handled roughly enough to overcome the skin's resistance.

Mata saw her. Through the window. The eyes — the old eyes, the healer's eyes that had assessed people in two seconds for fifty years — the eyes saw Leela and the seeing was — the particular expression that was simultaneously glad and angry. Glad because: you came. Angry because: I told you not to.

"Leela." The whisper through the bars. "You stubborn, impossible girl."

"I learned from the best."

"I told you to go."

"You told me to be the healer. The healer heals. The healer does not leave the patient."

"I'm not the patient."

"You're seventy-two, in manacles, in a stone cell, with bruised wrists. You are absolutely the patient."

The cell guard was — not present. The guard was at the corridor's end, at the desk where the guards sat between rounds, the desk that had a lamp and a chai cup and the particular comfort-infrastructure that night-shift workers assembled to survive the hours. The guard was — according to Karan's information — about to change. The dawn shift-change. The three-minute window.

Leela felt the manacles. Through the bars — her hands reaching through, touching the iron. The iron was cold. The iron was — spelled. She could feel the spells: the Shakti-suppression, the Academy-standard enchantment that sat on the metal like frost on glass, the particular magical residue that said: no Shakti may pass through this iron.

But the spell was on the iron. The spell was not on the lock. The lock was mechanical — a keyhole, a mechanism, the particular engineering of a lock that required a physical key. The spell prevented Shakti use while the manacles were worn. The spell did not prevent the mechanical opening.

"The key," Leela whispered. "Karan said the guard has it."

"The guard changes at dawn." Mata's voice, practical even in manacles. "Three minutes."

"I know the window."

"You've been talking to the court mage."

"The court mage is useful."

"The court mage's master put me here."

"The court mage tore up the report. The court mage is on our side."

Footsteps. Two sets — the changing of the guard. The current guard (tired, the night-shift slouch) standing. The arriving guard (fresh, the dawn-shift alertness) approaching. The two meeting at the desk. The key — the key visible, the iron key on the iron ring — being transferred. Hand to hand. The three-minute overlap.

Omi moved. The archer's movement — not the arrow, not the bow. The hand. The fast hand, the hand that could nock an arrow in less than a second and that could, when applied to a different purpose, take a key from a desk while two men were exchanging a key and while neither man was looking at the desk because both men were looking at each other.

The sleight-of-hand that Omi had learned not from the forest but from the Nat troupe — from Lakku, specifically, from the evenings around the fire when Lakku had taught Omi coin tricks and card tricks and the particular manual dexterity that performers called "the hand's poetry" and that pickpockets called "Tuesday."

Omi had the key. The guard had the key-ring — the empty key-ring, the ring without the key, the absence that would be noticed in approximately thirty seconds when the guard attempted to hang the ring on the hook and noticed the weight was wrong.

Thirty seconds.

Leela took the key. Through the bars. Into the lock. The turning — the mechanism responding to the physical key with the particular click of iron accepting iron, the mechanical cooperation that the spell could not prevent because the spell was magical and the key was physical and the two systems did not communicate.

The manacles opened. Mata's wrists — freed. The bruised wrists, the iron-marked skin, the skin that was seventy-two and that had been bound for two days and that was now — released. Mata rubbed her wrists. The rubbing that was both comfort and assessment, the healer checking her own injuries with the professional detachment that healers apply to their own bodies.

The cell door. Iron. Locked.

"This lock is different," Leela said. The cell-door lock was not mechanical. The cell-door lock was spelled — Shakti-locked, the particular enchantment that required a mage's key (a Shakti-pattern, not a physical key) to open.

"Now what?" Omi's voice. Tight. The thirty seconds eroding. Twenty-five. Twenty.

"The ventilation shaft." Leela pointed. In the cell's ceiling — a shaft. Narrow. Too narrow for a person. But: "Mata, how narrow can you make yourself?"

"I'm seventy-two. I can make myself exactly as narrow as seventy-two years have made me. Which is not narrow."

"The shaft is approximately thirty centimetres wide."

"I am approximately forty centimetres wide."

"What if I made it wider?"

The shaft was stone — but the shaft's mortar was organic. Lime mortar. Made from shells. Shells that had been, before they were mortar, alive. The organic memory in the mortar was faint — fainter than wood, fainter than paper — but present. Leela's Shakti reached into the mortar. Asked: expand. Grow. Do the thing that your living form did — grow.

The mortar responded. Slowly — not the speed of wood, not the enthusiastic growth of a tree remembered. The reluctant growth of a mineral that barely remembered being alive. But growth. The mortar expanding, the stones loosening, the shaft widening from thirty centimetres to — thirty-five. Thirty-eight. Forty.

"Now," Leela said.

Mata looked at the shaft. "You want me to climb into a ventilation shaft."

"I want you to escape through a ventilation shaft."

"I am seventy-two."

"You are the most stubborn seventy-two-year-old in the seven kingdoms. If the shaft doesn't cooperate, you'll argue it into submission."

Omi boosted Mata. The lifting — the archer's arms, the strength that drew the bow, applied to the lifting of a seventy-two-year-old healer into a ventilation shaft that was barely wide enough for her shoulders and that she entered with the particular combination of determination and complaint that defined Mata Ashwini's approach to all physical challenges.

"The shaft goes east," Karan had said. "Thirty metres. It exits on the building's east face. Above the kitchen. There's a grate at the exit — iron, but rusted. Rusted iron breaks."

Leela followed Mata into the shaft. Omi behind her. Three people in a stone tunnel barely wide enough for shoulders, moving on elbows and knees, the particular locomotion that was neither crawling nor swimming but somewhere between, the movement of bodies in spaces designed for air, not people.

The grate at the shaft's end was — rusted. Omi kicked it. The first kick: nothing. The second kick: the rust cracked. The third kick: the grate fell. The falling was loud — the iron on stone, the sound that carried in the pre-dawn quiet, the sound that was, by any measure, an alarm.

They fell out of the shaft. Onto the kitchen's roof. From the roof to the ground — a drop, two metres, the landing that Omi absorbed with the forest-boy's knees and that Leela absorbed with a roll and that Mata absorbed with — a sound. The sound of seventy-two-year-old joints impacting earth. The sound that said: I am too old for ventilation shafts. The sound that also said: I am out.

They ran. Through the service entrance (still hinge-loosened, still technically locked, the door swinging open at Leela's touch). Through the palace district's pre-dawn streets. Through the lower city. To the small door at the South Gate — still frame-swelled, still available.

Outside. Into the scrubland. Into the hills.

Three people running in the dawn light. One carrying a bow. One carrying a healing kit. One carrying bruised wrists and the particular satisfaction of a seventy-two-year-old woman who had been detained by the High Throne's best soldiers and who had been broken out by a girl with green fingertips and a boy with fast hands and the ventilation shaft that the architects had not designed as an escape route but that had served as one.

Mata running. Mata, who had said her knees could not handle the hills. Mata, whose knees were — screaming, probably, the screaming that the adrenaline masked and that the stopping would unmask. But the running was happening. The running was real. The running was: alive.


  
    Chapter 15: Mahadwar (The Great Door)

    
    
  
  The decision to open the Mahadwar came not from strategy but from necessity, and the necessity was this: there was nowhere left to run.

The Rakshak had found them in the hills. Not through tracking — through numbers. The High Throne, upon learning that the last Door-Keeper had escaped from Rajnagar, had done what the High Throne did when a single fugitive became a priority: it mobilized the apparatus. Not a patrol. Not a squadron. The apparatus — the full Rakshak deployment, four hundred soldiers, the number that was designed not to search but to saturate, the particular military strategy that said: if we cover every square kilometre of the Chitrakoot hills, the hiding becomes impossible.

And the hiding was becoming impossible. In seven days, the group had moved camp four times. Each time, the Rakshak were closer. Each time, the perimeter tightened. The Chitrakoot hills that had been their sanctuary were becoming their cage — the same hills, the same ravines, the same forests, but now the forests had patrols and the ravines had sentries and the hills had the particular quality of terrain that is familiar but no longer safe, the safety having been removed by the simple addition of four hundred soldiers.

Amba knew. Amba, who had been computing routes and options and escape-vectors for seven days and whose computations were converging on the same answer: there is no route. There is no option. The vectors are closing.

"We have three days," Amba said. Around the fire — the fire that was reckless now, the smoke detectable, but the group needed the fire because the group needed the warmth and the warmth was the thing that kept the fear from freezing them. "Three days before the perimeter reaches this position. When it reaches us, we cannot move — the terrain beyond this ridge is open grassland. No cover. No forest. No hiding."

"We split up," Lakku said. "Scatter. Regroup later."

"Split up and go where? The perimeter is circular. Splitting up means more people trying to cross the same perimeter. The perimeter has brass devices. The brass devices will detect Ritu and Leela at fifty metres."

"We hide the Shakti."

"The Shakti cannot be hidden from four hundred soldiers with detection equipment. The Chitrakoot checkpoint had one device and it trembled. Four hundred soldiers have fifty devices. The mathematics of hiding does not work."

The silence around the fire was the silence of a group that had been running for weeks and that was now confronting the particular exhaustion that was not physical but mathematical: the point at which the numbers do not work, the point at which the running stops not because the body stops but because the space stops.

"There's one place they can't follow," Ritu said.

The fire crackled. The group looked at her. The looking was — the looking of fourteen people who had been waiting for Ritu to say what they knew she would say, the particular anticipation of a group that understood its own story and that knew, with the narrative instinct that humans possess, what the next chapter required.

"The Saptam Rajya," Ritu said. "The Seventh Kingdom. Behind the Mahadwar. The sealed kingdom. The place that has been waiting for me since my birth mother sealed it."

"Can you open it?" Devraj's voice. Papa. The practical question — not the philosophical question (should you open it?) or the emotional question (are you ready?), but the practical question: can you?

"I don't know. The seal is — strong. When I felt it at the Academy, it was — enormous. The power of a mature Door-Keeper at full strength. I'm sixteen. I've been training for weeks, not years."

"But the training—"

"The training has helped. I can control the portals. I can open and close them on purpose. I can direct them to specific locations. But the Mahadwar is not a portal. The Mahadwar is — the Mahadwar is a sealed kingdom. The seal is not a door. The seal is a wall. And the wall was built by someone who was willing to die to build it."

"The letter said: when she is ready," Leela said. "Not before. Not by force."

"The letter also said the door remembers." Karan's voice. Quiet. The voice of a man who had been thinking about this since the Academy, since the training sessions, since the morning when Ritu had felt the seal and described it as a burn-scar. "The door remembers. The door always remembers. What if the door remembers you? What if the seal — your birth mother's seal — recognises you? Not your power. Not your training. You."

"Recognises me how?"

"The portal showed you your birth mother's face because you asked with the letter. You held the letter and asked. The portal responded to the connection — the biological connection, the Shakti-lineage. The seal was made by your birth mother. The seal carries her Shakti. If you approach the seal not as a mage trying to break a wall but as a daughter approaching her mother's work—"

"You think the seal will open because I'm her daughter."

"I think the seal was designed to open for her daughter. The letter says: when she is ready. Not when she is powerful enough. Ready. The readiness is not about power. The readiness is about — knowing. Knowing who you are. Knowing where you come from. Knowing what the door means."

Ritu looked at the letter. The letter that she still carried — in her hands, against her chest when she slept, the paper that was warm and organic and that vibrated with the three-braided intention of a woman who had died to save her.

"I know who I am," Ritu said. "I'm Ritu Natraj. I'm a performer. I'm a Door-Keeper. I'm the daughter of Meghna of the Saptam Rajya and the daughter of Devraj and Amba Natraj. I have two mothers. One gave me the door. One gave me the arms. I know who I am."

"Then try."

 * 

The trying happened at dawn. The group gathered — not at the camp, but at the ridge above the camp, the highest point in their territory, the ridge from which you could see the Chitrakoot valley in one direction and the Rajnagar plain in the other, the ridge that was, in its geography, the particular threshold between the world they knew and the world they were about to enter.

Ritu stood at the ridge's edge. The dawn was the Chitrakoot dawn — the abrupt dawn, the sun vaulting, the light going from absent to overwhelming. The light hit Ritu's face and the face was — not afraid. The face was the performer's face. The face that Ritu wore before she stepped on stage: the face that was open, available, ready to become whatever the performance required.

Leela stood beside her. The Vanaspati Shakti activated — the green glow on her fingertips, the hands ready, the grounding presence. Leela's job was not to open the door — Leela's job was to keep Ritu anchored, to prevent the portal-work from consuming her, to be the earth while Ritu was the door.

Karan stood behind them. The court mage's role: observation, support, the particular function of a person who understood the theory and who could, if necessary, provide context in real-time. Karan's hands were empty — no Academy apparatus, no brass devices, no tools. Just hands.

Omi stood at the ridge's other edge. The bow drawn. The arrow nocked. The archer's role: protection. The protection that was not against the door but against everything else — the Rakshak who were closing in, the patrols that were tightening, the world that would not stop hunting them just because they were attempting the most extraordinary act of Shakti in sixteen years.

The rest of the group stood behind. Devraj and Amba. Lakku and Noor (Noor's belly now visible, the pregnancy advancing, the child-to-come present in the standing). The cousins. The children. Mata Ashwini — bruised wrists healing, knees protesting, the seventy-two-year-old healer standing because the standing was the witnessing and the witnessing was the duty.

Ritu closed her eyes. Felt the Shakti — the gold, the warmth, the presence in her palms. The presence that she had been learning to know for weeks. The presence that was hers and was also her mother's and was also the door's — the three being the same, the lineage and the power and the portal being one thing with three names.

She asked. Not: open. Not: break the seal. Not the command that Guru Markandeya would have taught. The asking was: I'm here. I'm the one you've been waiting for. I'm Meghna's daughter. I'm ready.

The Shakti responded. Not the gentle chapati-sized response. Not the thali-sized response. A full response — the Shakti rising through her body like a tide, the gold light not just in her palms but in her arms, her chest, her face, the light flowing through her the way music flows through a performer, the Shakti and the body becoming one instrument.

The air in front of her — shimmered. The shimmer that she knew — the gold shimmer, the Dwar Shakti's signature. But this shimmer was different. Larger. Brighter. The shimmer covered the entire width of the ridge — ten metres, twenty, the shimmer growing, the gold light spreading like dawn spreading, the particular expansion that was not controlled but was agreed-upon, the Shakti opening because Ritu had asked and the Shakti had said: yes.

And then — the seal.

Ritu felt it. The burn-scar. The barrier that her birth mother had created sixteen years ago, the barrier that had cost Meghna her life, the barrier that was the strongest act of Dwar Shakti in recorded history. The seal was — the seal was her mother. The seal was Meghna's last act. The seal was the love made solid, the protection made permanent, the mother's final gift to the daughter: I sealed this for you. I died so that you could have this. The kingdom behind the seal is your inheritance.

The seal recognised her.

Not the Shakti-recognition — not the power identifying the power. The personal recognition. The seal carrying Meghna's intention — the three-braided intention that Leela had felt in the letter: protection, warning, love. The seal's intention was the same. The seal had been protecting the kingdom. The seal had been warning the unworthy. And the seal had been loving the daughter. Waiting for the daughter. Holding the door closed until the daughter arrived.

"Mama," Ritu whispered. The word directed at the seal. At the ghost of the woman in the sunflower field. At the Shakti-echo that was all that remained of Meghna of the Saptam Rajya. "I'm here. I'm ready. You can let go now."

The seal — opened.

Not broke — opened. The distinction was everything. The seal did not shatter, did not crack, did not fail. The seal opened the way a mother's arms open: deliberately, lovingly, the releasing that was not loss but gift, the letting-go that was the final act of the holding.

The golden shimmer became a door. The Mahadwar. The Great Door. A portal the size of — the portal was the size of the ridge itself, the opening that was not a peephole or a window but a gateway, the gateway that was large enough for every person on the ridge to walk through simultaneously, the gateway that said: this is not a door for one person. This is a door for a people.

Through the door — the Saptam Rajya. The Seventh Kingdom. Visible. Real. Not the memory-glimpse that the small portals had shown. The reality. The kingdom that had been sealed for sixteen years and that was, behind the seal, exactly as it had been on the day of the sealing: preserved, maintained, the particular stasis of a world that had been stopped in time and that was, in the stopping, alive.

Ritu saw: the sunflower fields. The fields from the prologue, the fields from the portal-memory, the fields that were her mother's last sight. The sunflowers were — blooming. Still blooming. Frozen in the bloom of sixteen years ago, the flowers that had been at their peak when the kingdom was sealed and that were still at their peak, the particular beauty of a moment that had been made permanent.

Beyond the fields: buildings. The Saptam Rajya's capital. Not the burned ruin that the history books described — the history books had been wrong, or the history books had described the outside of the kingdom, not the sealed inside. The buildings were intact. Stone and wood and the particular architecture that Ritu had glimpsed through the small portals: the libraries, the temples, the schools, the market-squares that were empty of people but full of presence, the presence of a civilisation that had been paused, not ended.

"It's real," Karan breathed. The scholar's voice — the voice of a man who had devoted his life to a theory and who was now standing in front of the theory's proof and who was overwhelmed not by the power but by the beauty, the beauty of a kingdom that had survived its own destruction by being sealed away by a mother who loved her daughter.

"Everyone through," Amba said. The general's voice. But the voice was — different. The voice had something in it that Ritu had never heard in Amba's voice: wonder. The wonder of a woman who had been running for weeks and who was now looking at a door that led to a place where the running could stop. "Everyone through the door. Now. Before the Rakshak see the light."

The group moved. Through the Mahadwar. Through the Great Door. Fifteen people stepping from the Chitrakoot ridge into the Saptam Rajya, the stepping that was not just geographical but temporal, the crossing from the present into the preserved past, the entering of a kingdom that had been waiting.

Ritu was last. She stood at the threshold — the particular threshold between the ridge and the kingdom, between the world that hunted her and the world that welcomed her. She looked back. At the Chitrakoot hills. At the Vasishtha plain. At the world that she had known for sixteen years and that she was now — not leaving. Not permanently. But stepping away from, the way a performer steps off stage: temporarily, to prepare for the next act.

She stepped through.

And behind her — the Mahadwar closed. Not slammed — closed. Gently. The door closing with the gentleness of a mother closing a door to let a child sleep, the gentle closing that was not lockout but protection, the closing that said: you are inside now. You are safe. The world outside cannot reach you here.

The Saptam Rajya. The Seventh Kingdom. Sealed no longer. Entered for the first time in sixteen years by fifteen people who included a Nat performing troupe, three Vanvasi refugees, a court mage's apprentice, and a sixteen-year-old girl who was the last Door-Keeper and who was standing in a sunflower field that had been frozen in bloom for sixteen years and that was now, with her presence, beginning to move again — the petals stirring, the breeze resuming, the time restarting.

The kingdom waking. The daughter home.


  
    Chapter 16: Saptam Rajya (The Seventh Kingdom)

    
    
  
  The sunflowers were alive.

Not the alive of flowers in a garden — the maintained alive, the watered-and-tended alive. This was the alive of flowers that had been frozen at the peak of their bloom and that were now, with the seal broken, resuming the bloom from the exact moment it had been paused. The petals were opening — slowly, millimetre by millimetre, the particular speed of a flower that had been still for sixteen years and that was remembering how to move. The stems were straightening. The leaves were turning toward the sun — except there was no sun. The Saptam Rajya's sky was — not a sky. The sky was the seal's interior surface, a dome of amber light that provided illumination without a source, the particular glow of a kingdom that had been lit by Shakti rather than by celestial bodies, the glow that was warm and constant and that made everything look as if it were viewed through honey.

Ritu stood in the sunflower field and breathed. The breathing was — different here. The air was different. Not stale — she had expected stale, the staleness of a sealed room, the mustiness of a space without circulation. But the Saptam Rajya's air was fresh. The freshness of air that had been maintained by Shakti, the air that was part of the preservation, the particular ecosystem that the sealing had created: a self-sustaining environment, the kingdom as a terrarium, the seal as the glass.

"The plants are waking up," Leela said. She was kneeling — not standing, kneeling, the healer's posture, the posture of a person who needed to be closer to the earth. Her hands were on the soil. The soil was — Leela's face changed as she touched it. The face of a Vanaspati Shakti user encountering soil that was unlike any soil she had ever touched. "This soil is — alive. More alive than any soil I've felt. The nutrients, the organisms, the mycelial networks — everything is here. Everything has been preserved. This soil could grow anything."

"The Saptam Rajya was a farming kingdom," Karan said. He was walking through the sunflowers — the walking of a scholar in a library, the reverent walking, the walking that said: every step is on sacred ground and the sacredness requires attention. "Before it was known for the Dwar Shakti, it was known for its agriculture. The Seventh Kingdom fed the other six. The soil was the kingdom's wealth — the soil and the Shakti that maintained it."

Amba was counting. Counting the group — the Amba count, the automatic verification that every person was present and accounted for, the count that happened every time the group moved from one place to another, the count being: Devraj, Lakku, Noor, Hari, Suraj, the cousins (three), the children (two), Mata, Leela, Omi, Karan, Ritu. Fifteen. All present. All inside the Saptam Rajya. All alive.

"We need shelter," Amba said. The general shifting from the extraordinary (we have just entered a sealed kingdom through a magical portal) to the practical (shelter, food, water, the hierarchy of survival that applied regardless of the grandeur of the location). "The buildings in the capital — are they safe?"

"The buildings are preserved," Karan said. "Like the flowers. Like the soil. The seal maintained everything in the state it was in when the sealing happened. If the buildings were intact when the kingdom was sealed, they'll be intact now."

The group walked. Through the sunflower field — the field that stretched for a kilometre, the flowers at various stages of waking, the field that was a study in the particular beauty of things resuming after a long pause. Through a gate — stone, carved with the sunflower motif that was the Saptam Rajya's symbol, the gate that opened at Ritu's touch (the Dwar Shakti recognising the Door-Keeper, the kingdom welcoming its heir).

Into the capital. The Saptam Rajya's capital city — and the city was — Ritu stopped. The stopping was involuntary. The stopping was the body's response to seeing something that exceeded the body's expectations, the particular arrest that beauty produces when the beauty is unexpected and complete.

The city was built of stone and wood and light. The buildings were — not the buildings of Rajnagar, not the hierarchical architecture that expressed power through height and marble. These buildings were — integrated. The word that Ritu would learn later, the architectural philosophy that the Saptam Rajya had practiced: integration. The buildings were built into the landscape rather than on top of it. Trees grew through buildings — literally, the architecture designed around the trees, the walls accommodating the trunks, the roofs shaped by the canopy. Gardens were not separate from buildings but part of them — every building had a garden, every garden had a building, the inside and the outside being not distinct categories but continuous spaces.

And the light — the amber light from the sealed sky — filled every space. The architecture used the light: openings in walls, gaps in roofs, the particular design-vocabulary that said: light is not a problem to be solved but a material to be used, the light being as much a building material as the stone and the wood.

"This is not what the history books describe," Karan said. His voice was — awed. The court mage's apprentice encountering a civilisation that the Academy had described as "primitive" and "wild" and that was, in reality, more sophisticated than anything the Academy had produced. "The Academy teaches that the Saptam Rajya was a minor kingdom. A rural backwater. A kingdom of farmers and performers."

"The Academy teaches what the High Throne tells it to teach," Mata said. She was sitting on a bench — a stone bench in a garden-plaza, the bench that had been waiting for sixteen years for someone to sit on it. Her knees were grateful. Her wrists were healing. Her voice was the voice of a woman who was not surprised by the discrepancy between institutional teaching and reality because the discrepancy was the institution's purpose. "The High Throne destroyed the Seventh Kingdom. The High Throne then controlled the narrative. The narrative says: the Seventh Kingdom was insignificant. The reality says—"

"The reality says the Seventh Kingdom was extraordinary."

"The reality says the Seventh Kingdom was a threat. Not because it was dangerous. Because it was better. Better agriculture. Better architecture. Better Shakti practice. The High Throne destroyed it not because the Seventh Kingdom was weak but because the Seventh Kingdom was strong. And the strength was — different. The strength was not military. The strength was cultural. The strength was the kind that makes other kingdoms' people want to leave and come here. And that kind of strength is the most dangerous kind. The kind that thrones fear the most."

 * 

They found Meghna's house.

Not because they searched for it — because Ritu's feet took her there. The particular navigation that was not conscious but Shakti-guided, the Door-Keeper's connection to the kingdom expressing itself as direction, the feet knowing the way that the mind did not know.

The house was in the capital's north quarter — not the largest house, not the most prominent. A house that was like the other houses: stone and wood and light, integrated, the trees growing through the walls, the garden continuous with the interior. But the house was — different. The difference was: the sunflowers. In every other garden, the flowers were varied — the particular biodiversity that the Saptam Rajya's agriculture had cultivated. In this garden, the flowers were sunflowers. Only sunflowers. The sunflowers that Meghna had planted and that had been blooming when she sealed the kingdom and that were now, with the seal broken, resuming their bloom.

Ritu entered the house. The entering was — the entering was the homecoming. Not the performance of homecoming, not the theatrical return. The real homecoming. The particular feeling of entering a space that belongs to you not because you have been there but because the space was made by someone who made you, the belonging that is genetic, architectural, inherited.

The house was — preserved. Like everything in the Saptam Rajya. The furniture was in place. The books were on the shelves. The desk — the desk from the portal-memory, the desk where Meghna had written the letter — the desk was there, the wood worn by writing, the grooves visible in the surface.

And on the desk: another letter.

Not the letter that Ritu carried — that letter had been pushed through the portal with the baby. This was a different letter. Written on the same paper (thick, cotton-pulp, handmade). Written in the same script (old Prakrit, the flowing characters). Written by the same hand (Meghna's hand, the pen-grooves matching the desk-grooves).

Ritu picked up the letter. The paper was — warm. The warmth of a letter that had been waiting for sixteen years for the person it was written for to arrive and that was now, in the arrival, activated, the Shakti in the paper responding to the Shakti in Ritu's hands.

"Karan," Ritu said. "I need you to read this."

Karan read. The old Prakrit — his Academy training sufficient for the reading, the reading slower than Guru Markandeya's but accurate, the translation emerging word by word:

"My daughter,

If you are reading this, the Mahadwar has opened. You have come home.

The kingdom you have entered is yours. Not by conquest, not by inheritance in the royal sense — the Saptam Rajya had no royalty. Yours because the Door-Keeper is the kingdom's guardian. The guardian decides. The guardian protects. The guardian opens and closes.

You will find the kingdom as it was. The people are gone — the people fled before the sealing. The people are scattered in the other six kingdoms, living under false names, hiding their Shakti, surviving. The kingdom waited for them. The kingdom waits still.

In the Great Library (the building at the city's centre, the dome of amber glass), you will find everything: the histories, the Shakti manuals, the agricultural records, the architectural plans. Everything that the Saptam Rajya knew. Everything that the High Throne wanted destroyed. It is preserved. It is yours.

One thing more:

The Mahadwar is a door. A door opens from both sides. You can enter the kingdom. You can also leave. You can bring people in. You can send people out. The door is not a prison. The door is a choice.

The High Throne sealed us because the High Throne feared us. Not our power — our example. The Saptam Rajya showed that a kingdom could exist without a throne. Without soldiers. Without the hierarchy that the other six kingdoms considered natural and that the Saptam Rajya proved was a choice, not a necessity.

You are the Door-Keeper. The door is yours. Open it to the world or keep it closed. The decision is yours and yours alone.

I will not tell you what to decide. I will tell you what I believe: the world needs to see what we built. The world needs to know that the hierarchy is a choice. The world needs the door to be open.

But the world must also be ready. And the readiness is not yours to create. The readiness is the world's work.

My love. My daughter. My door.

— Meghna"

The letter. The second letter. The letter that was not the birth-letter (protect her, warn the finder, love the baby) but the homecoming-letter (welcome home, here is your inheritance, here is the choice). The two letters being the two halves of a mother's communication with a daughter she would never meet: the first half written in terror, the second half written in — hope. The hope that the daughter would come. The hope that the kingdom would be found. The hope that the door would open.

Ritu held the letter. Both letters now — the birth-letter and the homecoming-letter, the two papers warm in her hands, the two intentions (protection and welcome) braided.

"She left this for me," Ritu said. Not to anyone in particular. To the house. To the sunflowers. To the ghost of the woman who had sat at this desk and written two letters and died in a field of sunflowers and been right — been right about everything. The daughter had come. The kingdom had been found. The door had opened.

"What do you want to do?" Leela asked. The question that was not a question but an opening — the space for Ritu to begin deciding what the Door-Keeper would decide.

"I want to see the library," Ritu said. "I want to see everything. And then — then I want to go back."

"Back?"

"Back through the Mahadwar. Back to the seven kingdoms. Back to — the world that needs to see what was built here."

"The world that has four hundred Rakshak soldiers looking for you."

"The world that has four hundred Rakshak soldiers who are afraid of a door. The door is open now. The door is mine. And the world needs to know that the hierarchy is a choice."

The performer's voice. Not the stage voice — not the projected, shaped, audience-designed voice. The real voice. The voice that Ritu used when the performing and the being were the same thing, the voice that was the Door-Keeper's voice and that was also Ritu Natraj's voice, the two being one, the identity that had been split (Nat girl, Door-Keeper, daughter of two mothers) now unified, the unification being the readiness that Meghna's first letter had described: when she is ready. Not before. Not by force.

She was ready.


  
    Chapter 17: Yuddh Ki Tayyari (Preparing for War)

    
    
  
  The Great Library was not a library. The Great Library was a civilization's memory made physical.

The building at the city's centre — the dome of amber glass that Meghna's second letter had described — was larger than the Rajvidya Academy's entire compound. The dome rose from a circular base, the base being stone (the same integrated stone as the other buildings, trees growing through the walls, gardens continuous with the interior) and the dome being glass — not ordinary glass but Shakti-infused glass, the amber glass that filtered the kingdom's light into the particular golden quality that made everything inside look illuminated from within.

Inside the dome: shelves. Not the catastrophic overflow of Guru Markandeya's tower, not the bibliophile's chaos. Organised shelves — the organisation of a civilisation that valued knowledge and that had created a system for its preservation. The shelves were carved from living wood (the trees growing through the building serving as the shelving, the branches shaped by Vanaspati Shakti into horizontal planes, the books resting on living wood that was still, even after sixteen years, alive and growing, the bark encasing the shelf-edges, the leaves sprouting from the shelf-tops).

And the books — the manuscripts, the scrolls, the records — were thousands. Tens of thousands. The collected knowledge of the Saptam Rajya: Shakti manuals (the collaborative Shakti practice that Leela had intuited and that was, here, documented in detail), agricultural records (the soil science that had made the Seventh Kingdom the breadbasket of the seven kingdoms), architectural plans (the integrated design philosophy), musical notation (the performing arts that had been the Saptam Rajya's cultural foundation), medical texts (the healing practices that paralleled the Vanvasi traditions that Mata had practiced), and — the histories. The real histories. Not the High Throne's version.

Karan read for three days. Not continuously — he slept, he ate the food that the group prepared from the preserved stores (the grain in the storehouses, the dried fruit, the particular provisions that the Saptam Rajya had maintained and that the sealing had preserved), he emerged periodically to report findings. But the reading was — consuming. The court mage's apprentice in the library that the court mage had spent thirty years trying to access, the reading that was both scholarship and penance, the penance of a man who was learning that everything his education had taught him about the Seventh Kingdom was wrong.

"The Saptam Rajya had no royalty," Karan reported on the second day. Sitting in the sunflower garden of Meghna's house, the group gathered, the particular council-formation that the group had developed: Amba and Devraj at the centre, Mata beside them, the younger members surrounding. "No king. No queen. No throne. The kingdom was governed by a council — the Saptarishi Parishad, the Seven-Sage Council. Seven members, elected by the population, serving seven-year terms. The council made decisions by consensus, not by decree."

"Elected," Amba said. The word spoken with the particular emphasis of a woman who had lived her entire life in kingdoms governed by hereditary rulers and for whom the concept of election was not theoretical but revolutionary.

"Elected. By everyone. Every adult in the Saptam Rajya voted. Men, women, performers, farmers, healers. Everyone."

"The Nats?"

"The Saptam Rajya didn't have a separate Nat caste. The performing arts were — universal. Every citizen participated in performance. The Saptam Rajya's annual festival — the Rang Utsav, the Festival of Colour — involved the entire population in a collaborative performance. The performance was not entertainment. The performance was governance — the decisions of the council were presented through performance, debated through performance, ratified through performance."

"Governance through performance." Devraj's voice. The performer's voice, hearing that the thing he had done his entire life — the performing that the seven kingdoms treated as low-status, the performing that Nats were marginalized for — had been, in the Seventh Kingdom, the mechanism of democracy. The performing was not entertainment. The performing was power.

"That's why the High Throne destroyed it," Mata said. "Not the Shakti. Not the agriculture. The example. A kingdom where performers governed. A kingdom where everyone voted. A kingdom where the hierarchy that the High Throne required to justify its existence — the hierarchy of caste, of birth, of inherited power — did not exist. The Saptam Rajya was proof that the hierarchy was optional. And that proof was — intolerable."

 * 

The plan that Ritu developed was not a military plan. The plan was a performance.

"We cannot fight four hundred Rakshak," Ritu said. On the fourth day in the Saptam Rajya. The group in Meghna's garden. The sunflowers fully awake now, the blooms completed, the flowers turning toward the amber light with the particular determination of sunflowers everywhere. "We cannot fight the High Throne. We are fifteen people. Fifteen people do not win wars."

"Then what?" Lakku asked.

"Fifteen people can give a performance. And a performance can do what an army cannot: change what people believe."

The plan was: the Rang Utsav. The Festival of Colour. The Saptam Rajya's annual collaborative performance — the performance that was governance, the performance that was truth-telling, the performance that was the kingdom's soul. Ritu would bring the Rang Utsav to Rajnagar. Not inside the Saptam Rajya — outside. In the capital of the Vasishtha Rajya. In the Grand Plaza that sat at the base of the palace hill, the plaza that was the largest public space in Rajnagar and that was, by law, a free-speech zone (the particular legal fiction that the High Throne maintained to create the appearance of openness while controlling every other space in the city).

"We perform in the Grand Plaza," Ritu said. "We perform the truth. The truth about the Saptam Rajya — what it was, how it was governed, why it was destroyed. We perform the truth about the Dwar Shakti — what it does, who it belongs to, what the High Throne is afraid of. And we perform the truth about the door — the door is open, the Seventh Kingdom is intact, the hierarchy is a choice."

"And the Rakshak?" Amba's voice. The practical voice, the general's voice, the voice that always asked the tactical question behind the strategic vision.

"The Rakshak will come. Of course they'll come. The performance will be public, visible, impossible to ignore. The Rakshak will attempt to stop it."

"And?"

"And I will open the Mahadwar. In the Grand Plaza. In front of everyone. I will open the door to the Saptam Rajya and I will show the people of Rajnagar what is on the other side. The sunflower fields. The library. The buildings. The kingdom that the High Throne said it destroyed and that is, in fact, perfectly preserved and more beautiful than anything in the Vasishtha Rajya."

"You're going to open a portal to the Seventh Kingdom in front of the entire capital city."

"I'm going to give a performance. The performance will include a portal. The portal is the set piece."

"Ritu." Amba's voice. Not the general now. The mother. The mother who had raised a daughter and who was now watching the daughter propose to stand in the centre of the enemy's capital and perform an act that would make her the most visible target in the seven kingdoms. "The Rakshak will not stop because you're performing. The Rakshak will arrest you. The Rakshak will—"

"The Rakshak will attempt to arrest a performer in a free-speech zone in front of the entire population of Rajnagar. And the attempt — the attempt will be the performance. The arrest will prove the point. The point being: the High Throne is afraid of a girl who can open doors. The High Throne is afraid of a performance. The High Throne is afraid of the truth."

"And if they succeed? If they arrest you? If they—"

"Then the door is still open. The door doesn't close when I'm arrested. The door is open. And the people of Rajnagar will have seen it. And the seeing cannot be un-seen. And the truth, once performed, cannot be un-performed."

The group was — quiet. The particular quiet of people who were hearing a plan that was brave and brilliant and possibly suicidal and who were processing the three qualities simultaneously.

"I'll need a script," Ritu said. "Not a full script — a framework. The performance framework. The Rang Utsav format: collaborative, everyone participates, the truth is told through the performing."

"Everyone?" Noor asked. Her hand on her belly. The pregnancy now visible, the child-to-come present in every conversation.

"Everyone who wants to. The performing is voluntary. The Rang Utsav was voluntary — nobody was forced to perform. The performing was the choice."

"I'll perform," Devraj said. Immediately. Without hesitation. The performer who had been denied his stage for weeks, the performer whose wagons had been left in the hills, the performer who had been loading cargo on docks — the performer who was, in this moment, a performer again. "I'll perform Rani Kasturi. The real Rani Kasturi — the version that the Saptam Rajya wrote, the version that the other kingdoms modified, the version that we've been performing the modified version of for thirty years without knowing that the original was different."

"The original is in the library," Karan said. "I found it. The original Rani Kasturi is a Saptam Rajya play. The original version is — different. In the original, Rani Kasturi doesn't die. In the original, Rani Kasturi opens a door."

"A door."

"The play was allegorical. The door was the Mahadwar. The play was about the Door-Keeper. The play was about — you, Ritu. The play has always been about you."

The silence was — the particular silence that follows a revelation that reframes everything, the revelation that takes a thing you thought you knew (Rani Kasturi, the play you've performed since childhood) and shows it to be something else (the prophecy, the story of the Door-Keeper, the allegorical truth hidden in the performance).

"We perform the original Rani Kasturi," Ritu said. "In the Grand Plaza. With the real ending. The ending where the queen opens the door."

 * 

The preparation took four days. Four days in the Saptam Rajya — four days of reading and rehearsing and the particular intensity that a performing troupe brings to the creation of a new show. Except this show was not new. This show was the oldest show — the original Rani Kasturi, the play that the Saptam Rajya had created and that the other kingdoms had appropriated and modified and that was now being restored, the restoration being both artistic and political.

Devraj directed. This was his gift — not the acting (Devraj's acting was competent, the solid foundation on which better performers built) but the directing. The shaping of a performance from the raw materials of talent and text and space. Devraj read the original script (Karan translating from the old Prakrit, the translation being simultaneous, the court mage functioning as a real-time interpreter, the particular utility of a classical education applied to revolutionary art) and Devraj shaped.

The original Rani Kasturi was — Ritu read it and the reading was recognition. The play she had performed in Haldipura — the play that had opened the first portal — was a shadow of the original. The original was larger, deeper, more complex. The original had songs that the modified version had cut. The original had scenes that the modified version had removed. And the original had the ending — the ending where Rani Kasturi, facing the enemy army, does not fight. Rani Kasturi performs. And in the performing, Rani Kasturi opens a door. And through the door, the truth is visible. And the truth defeats the army.

"The truth defeats the army," Ritu repeated. Reading the stage direction in the original script. "Not a weapon. Not a Shakti attack. The truth."

"The Saptam Rajya believed that truth was a Shakti," Karan said. "The highest form of Shakti. Not the Academy's Shakti — not the imposed Shakti, the commanding Shakti. The truth-Shakti. The Shakti that reveals rather than conceals. The Shakti that opens rather than closes."

"The performing is the Shakti."

"The performing is the truth. The truth is the Shakti. The Shakti is the door."

Leela made costumes. Not alone — with Noor, whose embroidery was the thread that connected the costumes to the performance, the needle and thread doing the work that props and set-pieces would usually do. The costumes were made from the Saptam Rajya's preserved textiles — the fabrics in the storehouses, the silks and cottons that had been woven sixteen years ago and that were, like everything in the kingdom, perfectly preserved. The colours were — the Saptam Rajya's colours: sunflower gold, earth brown, sky amber, leaf green. Not the Nat troupe's usual bright stage-colours but the kingdom's colours, the colours that said: we are from the Seventh Kingdom, and the Seventh Kingdom is real.

Omi built the stage. This was unexpected — Omi was not a builder. But Omi was a forest-boy, and the forest-boy understood wood, and the understanding of wood was the understanding of building, and the building was: a portable stage. A stage that could be assembled in the Grand Plaza in ten minutes and disassembled in five. A stage that was light enough to carry through the Mahadwar and strong enough to hold performers. Omi built it from the Saptam Rajya's wood — the living wood, the wood that Leela blessed with her Shakti (the blessing being: be strong, be light, hold the performers, hold the truth).

Mata prepared medicines. The particular preparation that was not for healing but for endurance — the herbs that sustained energy, the preparations that prevented fatigue, the particular pharmacy of performance that every troupe carried and that Mata adapted from the Saptam Rajya's medical texts. "This preparation," Mata said, grinding herbs in the mortar, "is described in the Saptam Rajya's performance manual. It's meant for the Rang Utsav — the extended performance, the performance that lasted hours. The preparation sustains the performers without depleting them."

And Ritu rehearsed. Not the lines — the lines were memorized within hours, the performer's memory being the tool that years of training had sharpened to the point of immediate acquisition. Ritu rehearsed the Shakti. The performance-Shakti. The integration of the performing and the portaling that she had discovered on the midnight street in Rajnagar — the juggling and the opening, the stage-presence and the Dwar Shakti, the two being one.

She rehearsed opening the Mahadwar while performing. She rehearsed holding the Great Door open while speaking the lines. She rehearsed the ending — the ending where Rani Kasturi opens the door and the truth is visible and the truth defeats the army.

On the fourth day, the rehearsal was complete. The performance was ready. The performers were ready. The costumes were made, the stage was built, the medicines were prepared, and the Door-Keeper had practiced opening the Great Door while performing Rani Kasturi and the opening had worked — the door responding to the performance the way it had always responded, the Shakti and the performing being the same thing, the same gift, the same inheritance.

"Tomorrow," Ritu said. To the group. In Meghna's garden. In the Saptam Rajya. In the kingdom that had been sealed for sixteen years and that was about to be revealed to the world.

"Tomorrow we go back through the Mahadwar. Tomorrow we go to the Grand Plaza. Tomorrow we perform the original Rani Kasturi. Tomorrow we open the door."

"Tomorrow," Amba said. The word spoken by the general. The word spoken by the mother. The word that was both strategy and prayer.

Tomorrow.


  
    Chapter 18: Akhri Rang (The Final Performance)

    
    
  
  The Grand Plaza of Rajnagar was designed for spectacle, and what Ritu Natraj brought to it on that morning was the greatest spectacle the seven kingdoms had ever seen.

The plaza sat at the base of the palace hill — a vast stone expanse that could hold ten thousand people and that did, on market days and festival days, hold ten thousand people. The plaza was bordered on three sides by merchant buildings (the permanent shops of Rajnagar's established traders, the shops that had prime real estate and that paid prime rents and that displayed their goods with the particular confidence of businesses that had survived generations of economic flux) and on the fourth side by the hill itself, the hill that climbed toward the palace district and the Ucch Singhasan and the High Throne that sat at the top of everything.

They arrived at dawn. Through the Mahadwar — the portal opening in the plaza's south corner, behind the fish market, the opening that was invisible to the pre-dawn plaza (empty at this hour, the merchants not yet arrived, the guards at the perimeter gates yawning through the last hour of night shift). Fifteen people stepping through a golden doorway from the Seventh Kingdom into the capital, carrying a portable stage, costumes, props, and the particular energy of a performing troupe that was about to give the most important show of its existence.

The stage went up in eight minutes. Omi's construction — the living wood, the joints fitted without nails, the assembly that was more puzzle than carpentry, each piece designed to slot into the next with the precision of a craftsman who understood wood the way poets understood words. The stage was small — four metres by three, the intimate stage of a Nat troupe, not the grand stage of a court theatre. But the smallness was the point: the smallness said: we are not the institution. We are the people. The people perform on small stages.

The costumes went on. Noor had sewn them in the Saptam Rajya — the gold and green and amber fabrics, the Seventh Kingdom's colours, the costumes that were not the usual Nat costumes (bright, eye-catching, designed for the last row) but the Saptam Rajya costumes (warm, earthen, designed for intimacy, for the performance that was not spectacle but truth).

Devraj took position. Centre stage. The director who was also the performer, the man who had been denied his stage for weeks and who was now, in the Grand Plaza of the capital that had hunted his family, reclaiming the stage with the particular authority of a man whose family had been performing for three hundred years and whose three hundred years were not a tradition but a right.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Devraj said. To the empty plaza. To the pre-dawn air. To the city that was not yet awake but that would be. "The Natraj Natak Mandali presents: Rani Kasturi. The original. The true version. The version that has not been performed in sixteen years. The version that was banned. The version that was feared."

The plaza was not empty for long. The dawn brought the merchants — the early merchants, the fish-sellers and the vegetable-vendors and the chai-wallahs who set up their stalls in the dark and who were, by the time Devraj spoke his introduction, already present, already curious, already watching. A Nat troupe performing in the Grand Plaza was unusual — not because performances were common (they were banned in the capital for traveling troupes) but because the performing was happening, the happening being its own attraction, the particular magnetism of live art in a space where live art was forbidden.

The audience grew. The growing was — organic. Not promoted, not advertised. The growing was word-of-mouth at the speed of a city: one person told two, two told four, the information spreading through the lower city with the particular velocity of gossip that carries the modifier "illegal" — the modifier that was, paradoxically, the best advertisement, the illegality attracting the curious and the defiant and the bored and the particular urban population that attended forbidden things because the forbidding made them interesting.

By the time the performance began in earnest — the first scene, Rani Kasturi's court, the queen addressing her council — the audience was five hundred. By the second scene — Kasturi discovering the enemy at the borders — the audience was a thousand. By the third scene — the queen's decision to fight — the audience was two thousand. And growing.

Ritu performed. Not yet as Rani Kasturi — Ritu's entrance came later, in the final act, the act that the modified version did not have and that the original version built toward with the particular narrative architecture of a story that was designed not to entertain but to reveal. Ritu performed as the Narrator — the particular role that the Saptam Rajya's theatrical tradition used: the Sutradhar, the Thread-Holder, the performer who stood outside the story and who connected the story to the audience, the bridge between the fictional and the real.

"This is a story about a door," Ritu said. Her voice carried — the performer's projection, the voice trained since childhood to reach the last row, the voice that was, in the Grand Plaza, reaching not the last row but the last person in a crowd of two thousand. "A door that was opened. A door that was closed. A door that was sealed. And a door that is, today, open again."

The crowd heard the word "door" and did not understand. The crowd would understand. The crowd would understand when the performance reached its climax and the Door-Keeper opened the door and the understanding would not be intellectual but visual — the understanding that came from seeing, the seeing that the Saptam Rajya had built its entire civilisation around: the performance as truth, the truth as visible, the visible as undeniable.

 * 

The Rakshak arrived during the fourth scene.

Not the casual arrival — not the patrol checking on a disturbance. The formal arrival. Twenty soldiers. The black uniforms. The helmets with the seated-lion crest. The brass devices at their belts. The arrival that said: this is not a check. This is a response. The deployment-within-a-deployment, the specific unit assigned to the Grand Plaza based on the reports that were already flowing through the Rakshak's communication system: illegal performance, Grand Plaza, Nat troupe, unusual costumes, growing crowd.

The Rakshak leader — not the same leader from the Chitrakoot hills, a different leader, a Rajnagar leader, the urban Rakshak whose particular competence was crowd control and whose crowd-control experience said: this is getting bigger, intervene now before it becomes uncontrollable — the leader approached the stage.

"This performance is unlicensed," the leader said. The words that were both accurate (the performance was unlicensed, the Natraj troupe's Vasishtha registration not valid for Rajnagar performances) and irrelevant (the relevance of licensing in a free-speech zone being the particular legal ambiguity that the performance was designed to exploit).

"The Grand Plaza is a free-speech zone," Karan said. Karan was positioned at the stage's edge — not performing, serving as the legal interlocutor, the court mage's apprentice whose Academy education included public law and whose public law knowledge was now being deployed in the service of the people the law was designed to suppress. "Article 7 of the Vasishtha Free Expression Charter: any citizen may express artistic, political, or cultural content in designated free-speech zones without prior licensing."

"The Free Expression Charter does not apply to performers classified as itinerant."

"The Charter does not make that distinction. The Charter says 'any citizen.' The Natraj troupe members are citizens of the Vasishtha Rajya. Their registration proves citizenship."

The legal argument was — the legal argument was the distraction. The distraction that Karan was providing while the performance continued behind him, the performance not stopping for the Rakshak because the not-stopping was the performance's power: the show goes on. The show always goes on. The show is older than the soldiers and the soldiers cannot stop the show without proving that the soldiers are afraid of the show.

The Rakshak leader calculated. The calculation was visible — the face computing the variables: twenty soldiers, two thousand audience members (growing — three thousand now, the crowd's growth accelerated by the Rakshak's arrival, the particular crowd-magnetism of conflict), a legal argument that was, annoyingly, not obviously wrong, and the particular political risk of violently shutting down a performance in a free-speech zone in front of three thousand witnesses.

"Continue the performance," the leader said. To his soldiers. "Observe. Report. Do not engage unless instructed."

The performance continued.

The fifth scene — Rani Kasturi's army is defeated. The kingdom is falling. The enemy is at the gates. The scene that the modified version used as the climax: the tragic ending, the queen's death, the kingdom's fall. But the original version did not end here. The original version had one more act.

Ritu stepped onto the stage.

Not as the Narrator now. As Rani Kasturi. The gold costume — Noor's embroidery, the sunflower motif, the Saptam Rajya's symbol stitched into the fabric with the particular love that Noor put into everything she made. Ritu stepped onto the stage and the stepping was — the stepping was the transformation. The particular moment that every performer knew: the moment when the self becomes the character and the character becomes the self and the two are one and the one is — real.

"I am Rani Kasturi," Ritu said. To three thousand people. To the Rakshak. To the city. To the world. "I am the door between what was and what will be."

The line — the same line that she had spoken in Haldipura. The same line that had opened the first portal. The line that was, she now knew, not a line but an invocation — the Saptam Rajya's theatrical invocation of the Dwar Shakti, the performing and the magic being the same act.

"And the door," Ritu said, "is open."

She raised her hands. The gold light — the Dwar Shakti — visible now. Not hidden, not suppressed, not the trembling-device ambiguity of the Rakshak checkpoint. Visible. Bright. The gold light of a Door-Keeper at full strength, the performer performing the Shakti, the Shakti performing the performer.

The air behind her shimmered. The shimmer became a line. The line became a door. The door became — the Mahadwar. The Great Door. The portal to the Saptam Rajya, opening in the Grand Plaza of Rajnagar in front of three thousand people and twenty Rakshak soldiers and the city and the world.

Through the door: the Seventh Kingdom. The sunflower fields. The amber light. The buildings of stone and wood and light. The Great Library's dome. The gardens. The kingdom that the High Throne had told the world was destroyed and that was, visible through the portal, not destroyed but preserved and beautiful and real.

Three thousand people saw the Seventh Kingdom.

The seeing was — the seeing was the performance's climax. Not Ritu's voice, not the costumes, not the staging. The seeing. The three thousand people seeing with their own eyes the thing that the High Throne had lied about for sixteen years. The kingdom was not destroyed. The kingdom was alive. The kingdom was — beautiful. More beautiful than anything in Rajnagar. The architecture that integrated rather than dominated. The gardens that were part of the buildings. The light that was material. The kingdom that had been a democracy, that had been governed by performance, that had elected its leaders, that had had no throne.

The crowd — three thousand, four thousand now, the crowd still growing, the portal's golden light visible from blocks away, the light drawing people the way fire draws moths, the light being its own advertisement — the crowd was silent. The silence of awe. The silence that happens when a crowd sees something that exceeds its capacity for speech and that requires, for the seeing to be processed, the absence of words.

And then: the Rakshak leader spoke into his communication device.

"Deploy the full unit. The Door-Keeper is in the Grand Plaza. The portal is open. I repeat: the portal is open."

 * 

The full unit arrived in seven minutes. Not twenty soldiers — two hundred. The cavalry. The mounted Rakshak. The deployment that the High Throne reserved for emergencies, the deployment that Rajnagar had not seen in a decade, the deployment that said: this is not crowd control. This is war.

Two hundred soldiers. Mounted. The horses filling the plaza's north entrance, the hooves on stone, the particular percussion of military power arriving, the sound that was designed to make crowds disperse and that did, in most situations, make crowds disperse.

The crowd did not disperse.

The crowd — five thousand now — did not disperse because the crowd was looking at the Seventh Kingdom through the open portal and the looking had done something to the crowd that the crowd had not expected and that the Rakshak had not expected: the looking had made the crowd believe. The crowd believed what it was seeing. The crowd believed that the Seventh Kingdom existed. The crowd believed that the High Throne had lied. And the believing made the crowd — immovable. The particular immovability of a crowd that has been shown a truth and that is not willing to un-see the truth, the crowd that is not defiant by intention but by conviction.

"Close the portal!" the Rakshak commander shouted. To Ritu. From horseback. The commander who was — the real authority, the deployment commander, the officer who reported directly to the High Throne and whose orders were the High Throne's orders.

Ritu stood on stage. The gold light in her hands. The Mahadwar open behind her. The Seventh Kingdom visible. The five thousand people in front of her. The two hundred soldiers in front of the five thousand people.

"The door is mine," Ritu said. The performer's voice — the voice that reached the last person in a crowd of five thousand, the voice that was trained for projection and that was now projecting not a line but a truth. "The door belongs to the Door-Keeper. The Door-Keeper decides who enters. The Door-Keeper decides when the door opens and when it closes. Not the throne. Not the soldiers. The Door-Keeper."

"This is a direct order from the High Throne—"

"The High Throne destroyed the Seventh Kingdom sixteen years ago. The High Throne told the world the kingdom was gone. The High Throne lied. The kingdom is behind me. The kingdom is alive. The kingdom is a democracy. The kingdom has no throne. And the High Throne is afraid of it. Not because it's dangerous. Because it's better."

The words — the words hit the crowd. The crowd that was five thousand people from Rajnagar, the capital of the Vasishtha Rajya, the city that sat beneath the Ucch Singhasan, the city that had been told for sixteen years that the Seventh Kingdom was a minor, primitive, destroyed backwater. The words and the visible evidence — the kingdom behind the portal, more beautiful than anything in the plaza, more beautiful than the palace on the hill — the words and the evidence together were — the truth. And the truth performed in front of five thousand witnesses was not a claim. The truth was proof.

The crowd turned. Not physically — the crowd did not move, the crowd remained in place. But the crowd's attention turned. From the stage to the soldiers. The turning that said: we see you. We see the truth behind us and we see you in front of us and we are choosing. We are choosing the truth.

"Stand down," someone in the crowd said. To the Rakshak. Not a leader — a person. A citizen. A voice that was amplified by the four thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine other voices that did not speak but that supported the speaking with the particular solidarity of a crowd that has found its voice.

"Stand down." More voices.

"STAND DOWN." The crowd. Five thousand voices. The sound that was not a shout but a decree — the decree of the people, the particular authority that crowds have when the crowd is unified and when the unification is not fear but conviction and when the conviction is: we have been lied to. We have been lied to and we can see the lie and we are not going to un-see it.

The Rakshak commander looked at the crowd. At the portal. At the kingdom. At the girl on the stage with gold light in her hands and the truth behind her.

The commander did not stand down. The commander was a professional. The commander's orders were from the High Throne and the orders were: contain. The orders did not include: listen to the crowd.

But the commander's soldiers looked at the crowd. And the soldiers — the individual soldiers, the human beings inside the uniforms — the soldiers saw the five thousand faces and the soldiers calculated: two hundred soldiers, five thousand citizens, the mathematics of crowd control, the particular equation that every soldier learned and that every soldier dreaded: the equation whose result was — don't.

The first soldier lowered his weapon.

Then the second. The third. The lowering that spread like a wave through the formation, the wave that was not order but choice, the choice of individual soldiers who were seeing the truth and who were choosing, in the seeing, not to fight the truth.

The commander was — alone. The commander whose soldiers had lowered their weapons. The commander whose orders were from the High Throne and whose orders were being disobeyed not by rebels but by the people, the people including his own soldiers, the disobedience that was not rebellion but awakening.

The Mahadwar remained open. The Seventh Kingdom remained visible. The performance remained.

And Ritu — Ritu on the stage, in the gold costume, with the gold light in her hands and the door behind her — Ritu was not Rani Kasturi. Ritu was Ritu Natraj. The Door-Keeper. The performer. The daughter of two mothers. The girl who had opened the door and who was holding it open and who would hold it open until the world was ready to see what was on the other side.

The world was ready.


  
    Chapter 19: Naya Savera (New Dawn)

    
    
  
  The aftermath of a revolution is not the revolution. The aftermath is the negotiation.

The Grand Plaza performance had done what performances do when they are true: it changed what people believed. Five thousand witnesses had seen the Seventh Kingdom through the Mahadwar. Five thousand witnesses had heard Ritu Natraj speak the truth about the High Throne's lie. Five thousand witnesses had watched two hundred Rakshak soldiers lower their weapons — not because they were ordered to but because they chose to.

But the choosing did not end the conflict. The choosing began the negotiation.

The High Throne did not fall. Thrones do not fall because of performances — thrones fall because of sustained pressure, institutional collapse, the particular erosion that happens when the people who maintain the throne stop maintaining it. The Grand Plaza performance was not the erosion. The Grand Plaza performance was the crack — the visible crack in the wall that the High Throne had built between the truth and the population, the crack through which the truth was now visible and through which the truth could not be made invisible again.

The negotiation began twelve hours after the performance. In the palace district — not in the palace itself (the High Throne would not admit the fugitives to the palace; the admitting would be the acknowledging, and the acknowledging was, at this stage, more than the Throne was willing to do) but in a neutral building: the Rajvidya Academy's main hall. The Academy being the particular institutional space that both sides could accept — the Throne's institution, but also Karan's institution, and through Karan, a bridge.

The Throne's delegation: three ministers. The Minister of External Affairs (a man whose title suggested foreign policy but whose actual function was domestic control, the euphemism being the institution's way of making surveillance sound diplomatic). The Minister of Cultural Heritage (a woman whose office had, for sixteen years, maintained the official narrative that the Seventh Kingdom was a destroyed backwater and who was now sitting across from proof that the narrative was false). And the Commander of the Rakshak — the same commander who had ordered the Grand Plaza deployment and whose soldiers had lowered their weapons and who was now, twelve hours later, sitting at a negotiation table with the people he had been sent to arrest.

Ritu's delegation: Ritu. Amba. Karan. Leela.

Not the full group — the full group was in the lower city, in the dharamshala (different dharamshala, the previous one being compromised, this one secured by the particular network of Nat-family contacts that existed in every city and that served as the informal infrastructure of a community that the formal infrastructure excluded). The full group was safe. The safety being: temporary, conditional, dependent on the negotiation's outcome.

The Academy main hall was — formal. The long table, the chairs with carved backs, the particular furniture of institutional authority. The constellation paintings on the ceiling (the Saptarishi, the seven-sage stars, the same paintings as the training chamber but grander, the grandness being the main hall's purpose: impressing visitors with the Academy's cosmic connections).

"The High Throne's position," the Minister of External Affairs began, "is that the events in the Grand Plaza constitute a breach of public order, an unauthorized display of wild Shakti, and an act of sedition against the sovereign authority of the Ucch Singhasan."

"The Grand Plaza is a free-speech zone," Karan said. "Article 7—"

"The Free Expression Charter has been suspended. Emergency decree. Issued this morning."

The suspension. The particular tool of authoritarian governance — the suspension of rights that existed on paper, the paper being the fiction and the suspension being the reality, the reality that said: the rights exist when we permit them and are revoked when we don't.

"The High Throne's position," the Minister continued, "is that the individual known as Ritu Natraj, identified as a carrier of wild Dwar Shakti, must submit to High Throne custody for assessment, containment, and controlled study. The portal — the Mahadwar — must be closed permanently. The Saptam Rajya must be re-sealed."

"No," Ritu said.

The Minister paused. The pause of a man who was accustomed to negotiation and who was not accustomed to a single-word response, the single-word response being the particular tactic that the powerless used when the powerful expected paragraphs.

"The High Throne's position is not a request—"

"And my position is not a negotiation. The Mahadwar is mine. The Seventh Kingdom is mine. The Dwar Shakti is mine. These are not claims — these are facts. The letter from Meghna of the Saptam Rajya — the last Door-Guardian — establishes the lineage. The lineage is documented. The documentation is in old Prakrit, verified by Guru Markandeya of this Academy, the High Throne's own scholar. The facts are not negotiable."

"The High Throne does not recognise lineage claims from a destroyed kingdom."

"The kingdom is not destroyed. Five thousand people saw it yesterday. The kingdom is intact. The kingdom is preserved. The kingdom is, by any legal standard, a sovereign territory. And the Door-Keeper is its guardian."

The Minister of Cultural Heritage spoke. The woman whose job had been to maintain the lie and who was now hearing the lie dismantled by a sixteen-year-old in a gold costume. "The Saptam Rajya's sovereignty was revoked sixteen years ago when the High Throne—"

"Revoked by whom? The Saptam Rajya's council? The Saptam Rajya's people? The sovereignty of a kingdom can only be revoked by its own governance. The Saptam Rajya's governance was a council — the Saptarishi Parishad. The council did not revoke sovereignty. The council was destroyed by the High Throne's soldiers. The destruction of a government by force does not constitute legal revocation. The destruction constitutes — conquest. And conquest, under the Seven Kingdoms Compact that the High Throne itself signed two hundred years ago, is illegal."

Karan had prepared this argument. The legal framework — drawn from the Academy's own archives, the Seven Kingdoms Compact being the foundational legal document that governed inter-kingdom relations and that the High Throne had signed and that the High Throne was now, by its own actions sixteen years ago, in violation of.

The Rakshak Commander spoke. "Legal arguments are irrelevant. The security reality is: a wild Shakti user opened a dimensional portal in the capital. The portal constitutes a military threat. The portal must be closed."

"The portal is not a military threat," Ritu said. "The portal is a door. Doors are not threats. The High Throne's military is a threat. The Rakshak who have been hunting me since Haldipura are a threat. The deployment of two hundred soldiers against five thousand civilians in a public plaza is a threat. I am a performer. I opened a door. The door showed the truth. If the truth is a threat, then the threat belongs to the people who lied, not to the person who told the truth."

 * 

The negotiation lasted three days. Three days of the particular diplomatic attrition that happens when both sides have power and neither side has enough power to force the other and the forcing would, in any case, produce consequences that both sides want to avoid.

The High Throne's power: the military. The Rakshak. The institutional machinery of a government that controlled six of the seven kingdoms and that had the resources to make life very difficult for a group of fifteen fugitives.

Ritu's power: the Mahadwar. The portal that was open. The portal that five thousand witnesses had seen. The portal that the High Throne could not close without Ritu's cooperation, because the Mahadwar was a Dwar Shakti creation and the Dwar Shakti obeyed only the Door-Keeper. The portal was — the leverage. The particular tool that made a sixteen-year-old Nat girl the equal of a throne: the tool that said: you cannot un-see what has been seen. You cannot un-know what has been known. The truth is out. The door is open. Deal with it.

And the witnesses. The five thousand witnesses who had become, in the three days since the performance, ten thousand. Twenty thousand. Fifty thousand. The witnesses who were talking. The witnesses who were describing what they had seen — the Seventh Kingdom, the sunflower fields, the buildings of stone and wood and light, the kingdom that was better than anything in Rajnagar — and the describing was spreading through the capital and through the Vasishtha Rajya and through the other kingdoms with the particular speed of truth that has been suppressed for sixteen years and that is now, finally, free.

The High Throne could not re-seal the kingdom without Ritu. The High Throne could not silence fifty thousand witnesses. The High Throne could not un-perform the performance.

The negotiation produced, on the third day, an agreement. Not a treaty — the High Throne would not sign a treaty with a sixteen-year-old. An agreement. A document. The particular diplomatic instrument that was not a treaty but that functioned as one, the function being: the rules by which both sides would coexist.

The agreement said:

One: The Saptam Rajya's sovereignty was recognised. Not as an independent kingdom — the High Throne was not ready for that, the recognition of independence being the concession that the Throne would not make — but as an autonomous territory. The Autonomous Territory of the Saptam Rajya. Governed by its own council. Subject to the Seven Kingdoms Compact. Not subject to the High Throne's direct authority.

Two: The Mahadwar would remain open. Not permanently open — controlled. Ritu, as Door-Keeper, would regulate access. The regulation being: the Door-Keeper decides who enters. The agreement formalised what the letter had said and what Ritu had declared: the door is mine.

Three: The Rakshak pursuit of wild Shakti users would be — reformed. Not ended (the High Throne would not end the Rakshak; the Rakshak were the Throne's power) but reformed. The "containment and study" policy replaced by a "registration and support" policy. Wild Shakti users would no longer be hunted. Wild Shakti users would be — recognised. The recognition being the first step, the step that the Vanvasi and the other Shakti communities had been denied for sixteen years.

Four: Guru Markandeya would be — removed. Not arrested (the Academy protected its own, the institutional loyalty that was both admirable and corrosive). Removed from his position. The research confiscated. The "latitude" revoked. The particular institutional consequence that was not justice but was accountability, the accountability being: you betrayed your student and you betrayed the Door-Keeper and the betrayal has consequences.

Five: The Natraj Natak Mandali and the Vanvasi refugees would receive — protection. Legal protection. The particular bureaucratic shield that the seven kingdoms offered to those it deemed worthy of shielding, the shield that had been denied to Nats and Vanvasi for centuries and that was now, by this agreement, extended. Not generously — grudgingly. The grudging being the Throne's way of saying: we are conceding because we must, not because we want to.

The agreement was signed. By Ritu (the Door-Keeper, the guardian of the autonomous territory). By the Minister of External Affairs (on behalf of the High Throne, the signature being the concession, the hand shaking slightly as it signed).

"This is not over," the Minister said. After the signing. The words that were both threat and truth — the negotiation was a pause, not a resolution. The High Throne would continue to manoeuvre. The High Throne would continue to seek control. The agreement was the beginning of a new conflict, not the end of the old one.

"No," Ritu agreed. "It's not over. It's starting."

 * 

In the dharamshala — the new dharamshala, the temporary lodging that was becoming less temporary — Amba made chai.

The making of chai was — Amba's particular expression of normalcy. The expression that said: the revolution has happened, the negotiation has concluded, and now: chai. The hierarchy of needs asserting itself over the hierarchy of events, the need for warmth and sweetness and the particular ritual of ginger-crushing and cardamom-adding and milk-heating that was Amba's meditation, Amba's prayer, Amba's way of telling the world: we are alive, and the alive requires chai.

Ritu sat in the courtyard. The courtyard that was not the jasmine-scented courtyard (that courtyard was gone, compromised, Mata's clinic dismantled) but a different courtyard, a courtyard with a tulsi plant (Leela-grown, the plant appearing between Leela's fingers on the first day, the tulsi being Leela's particular expression of homemaking, the healer marking territory with medicine).

"You signed an agreement with the High Throne," Amba said. Handing Ritu the chai — the tumbler, the steel tumbler, the heat through the metal.

"I signed an agreement."

"My sixteen-year-old daughter signed an agreement with the most powerful government in the seven kingdoms."

"Your sixteen-year-old daughter also opened a dimensional portal in the Grand Plaza and made five thousand people watch the truth and made two hundred soldiers lower their weapons."

"I know. I was there. I was performing the chorus. Which, for the record, I have not done since I was fourteen and which I did not expect to do again and which was — Ritu, it was magnificent. The performance was magnificent."

"Papa directed it."

"Papa directed. Noor costumed. Lakku played the villain so well that the Rakshak thought he was a real threat. Omi built the stage. Leela made the costumes glow. Karan argued the law. Mata — Mata would have been proud."

Mata. The name in the room that was also the name in the cell — because Mata was still in Rakshak custody. The agreement covered future wild Shakti users. The agreement did not retroactively release current detainees. The release of Mata was — the next negotiation. The next battle. The next thing.

"I'll get her out," Ritu said.

"I know you will."

"The agreement gives me leverage. The Door-Keeper's autonomy — the autonomous territory — the leverage is real."

"I know. Drink your chai. The chai is getting cold and cold chai is — cold chai is an offense against everything I stand for."

Ritu drank the chai. The ginger-cardamom warmth. The sweetness that Amba calibrated by instinct, the sweetness that was not too much and not too little but exactly the amount that said: I made this for you, specifically, my daughter, specifically.

The chai. The particular chai of a mother who had raised a daughter through six towns and three kingdoms and a sealed portal and a revolution. The chai that was the same chai — the same recipe, the same ginger, the same cardamom, the same hand — that Amba had made in the wagon and in the Chitrakoot camp and in the Rajnagar dharamshala and that she would make wherever the next place was, because the chai was not the place. The chai was the family. And the family was here.


  
    Chapter 20: Ghar Wapsi (Coming Home)

    
    
  
  The wagons were recovered on a Tuesday.

Not by the Rakshak — by the Chitrakoot goatherds, who had found three abandoned wagons by a tributary river and who had, with the particular pragmatism of hill people, used the wagons as storage for three weeks before a message reached them (through the informal network that connected every Nat family in the Vasishtha Rajya, the network that was older than the postal system and faster than the courier service and that functioned on the principle that every Nat knew every other Nat or knew someone who did) that the wagons belonged to the Natraj Natak Mandali and that the Natraj Natak Mandali would like them back.

Motu and Chhotu were alive. The oxen — patient, uncomprehending, the animals who had stood in their harnesses while the family fled into the hills — had been unharnessed by the goatherds and had been grazing on Chitrakoot grass for three weeks and were, if anything, fatter than before. The particular resilience of oxen, the resilience that said: the humans may panic but the grass is the grass and the grass does not panic.

Devraj cried when he saw the wagons. Not the dramatic tears — not the performer's tears that he could summon on command. The real tears. The tears of a man who had inherited these wagons from his father and whose father had inherited from his father and who had, in the flight from Chitrakoot, accepted that the inheritance was lost and who was now, unexpectedly, receiving it back. The receiving was — the receiving was grace. The particular grace of things that return when you have stopped expecting them to return.

NATRAJ NATAK MANDALI. The painted letters on the side. Faded now — the three weeks of Chitrakoot weather (rain, sun, the particular atmospheric assault that hill climates inflicted on paint) had softened the letters. But present. Readable. The identity that was not gone but weathered, the identity that was — like the family itself — damaged but intact.

 * 

The choosing happened on the same day.

The group had gathered in the Rajnagar dharamshala — the new one, the one with Leela's tulsi plant in the courtyard, the one that was becoming, by the daily accumulation of presence, something that approximated home. The wagons were parked outside. The oxen were tethered. The choosing was the thing that had been approaching since the agreement was signed and that could not be avoided any longer.

"The Saptam Rajya needs people," Ritu said. "The kingdom is empty. The buildings are intact, the gardens are maintained, the library is full — but the kingdom has no people. The people who lived there before the sealing are scattered across the six kingdoms. Some will come back. Eventually. But the kingdom needs a guardian. The kingdom needs — me."

"You're staying," Amba said. Not a question. The statement of a mother who had known — who had known since the Grand Plaza, since the agreement, since the moment when her daughter had signed a document on behalf of an autonomous territory — that the staying was coming. The staying was the consequence of the opening. The door was open. The Door-Keeper stayed with the door.

"I'm staying. In the Saptam Rajya. For now. Not forever — not permanently. The Mahadwar is open. I can come and go. The door is mine. But the kingdom needs a presence. The kingdom needs someone to begin the work — the reopening, the rebuilding. Not the physical rebuilding (the kingdom is intact) but the social rebuilding. The inviting. The welcoming back of the people who were scattered."

"And the training?"

"The library has everything. The Shakti manuals, the Dwar Shakti methodology, the old way. The collaborative way. I don't need the Academy. I don't need Guru Markandeya. I have the original knowledge. The knowledge that was preserved with the kingdom."

Amba was — Amba was quiet. The particular quiet of a mother who was processing the departure of a daughter and who was processing it not with the dramatic grief of a stage mother (the wailing, the clutching, the theatrical expression of loss that Nat culture had ritualized) but with the practical grief of a real mother, the grief that was not about the losing but about the changing, the changing of the relationship from proximity to distance, from the same wagon to the different kingdoms.

"You'll need supplies," Amba said. Because Amba was Amba and Amba's grief expressed itself as logistics. "The preserved stores in the Saptam Rajya won't last forever. You'll need fresh grain. Fresh spices. Fresh—"

"Mama."

"—and chai. Proper chai. Not the preserved chai that's been sitting in a Saptam Rajya storehouse for sixteen years. That chai is probably dust by now. You'll need fresh ginger, fresh cardamom, fresh milk from an actual cow, not a preserved cow — do they have preserved cows? I don't want to know about preserved cows."

"Mama."

"The Mahadwar is open. I can bring supplies. I can bring chai. I can bring—"

"Mama. I'll be fine."

"You'll be sixteen. In an empty kingdom. With no mother. No father. No—"

"I'll have Leela."

Leela had already decided. The deciding had been — not a decision, really. The deciding had been an understanding, the understanding that the Vanaspati Shakti and the Dwar Shakti were connected and that the connection was not incidental but essential and that the Saptam Rajya — the kingdom that integrated architecture with nature, that grew trees through buildings, that practiced the collaborative Shakti — was the place where Leela's Shakti belonged. The Saptam Rajya was not just Ritu's inheritance. The Saptam Rajya was, for a Vanvasi healer, home in a way that no other place had ever been home.

"The soil," Leela said. Simply. "The soil in the Saptam Rajya is the most alive soil I've ever touched. I can grow anything there. I can heal anything there. The Vanaspati Shakti and the Saptam Rajya's earth — they're — they're the same thing. The kingdom was built on the collaborative Shakti. The Vanvasi way. It's my way."

"And Omi?" Mata asked. Mata, who was present — Mata who had been released from Rakshak custody on the second day after the agreement, the release being the first exercise of Ritu's new leverage, the leverage that said: release the healer or the Mahadwar closes and the autonomous territory becomes inaccessible and the agreement becomes waste paper. The release had been — swift. The Rakshak Commander had calculated the cost-benefit and the calculation had produced: release her. The cost of one healer was less than the cost of a closed door.

"Omi goes where Leela goes," Omi said. From beside Leela. The statement that was not bravado but fact, the fact of a man whose life's purpose had been articulated by Mata in a single sentence — protect Leela — and whose articulation had become his identity. "The forest trained me. The kingdom needs a hunter. A builder. Someone who understands wood. The stage I built for the Grand Plaza — I can build more. Better. The Saptam Rajya's architecture uses living wood. I understand living wood."

"And Karan?" Ritu asked.

Karan was — Karan was sitting apart from the group. The apart-ness that was not exclusion but uncertainty, the uncertainty of a man who had betrayed his master and his institution and who had, in the betraying, lost the framework that had defined his life for three years. The Academy was — not gone, but changed. Guru Markandeya was removed. The Academy was still the Academy, but Karan's place in it was — unclear. The apprentice whose master had been removed for betrayal. The student whose education had been interrupted by revolution.

"The Saptam Rajya has a library," Karan said. Slowly. The slowness of a man who was choosing his words with the particular care of a man who was also choosing his life. "The library has the original Shakti research. The research that the Academy doesn't have. The research that Guru Markandeya spent thirty years trying to access." He paused. "I spent three years studying Dwar Shakti through secondhand sources and institutional interpretations. The primary sources are in the Saptam Rajya. The scholarship I wanted to do — the real scholarship, not the report-filing, not the military-application justification — the real scholarship is there."

"That's a scholarly reason."

"It's one reason."

"What's the other reason?"

"You know the other reason."

"I'd like to hear it."

"The other reason is that I spent three weeks watching you open doors and I would like to continue watching you open doors. The watching is — the watching is the most interesting thing I have ever done. And the interest is not scholarly."

The almost-smile. Ritu's almost-smile that had been reserved since the Chitrakoot forest and that was now — the smile. The actual smile. The earning that had happened. The earning that was not a single moment but the accumulation of moments: the unsigned report, the confession in the courtyard, the tearing of the form, the legal argument in the Grand Plaza, the watching. The earning that was trust, built piece by piece, the trust that produced — the smile.

"You can come," Ritu said. "But you have to learn to juggle."

"I have learned to juggle. I can keep two stones in the air for three seconds."

"Two stones for three seconds is not juggling. Two stones for three seconds is dropping with extra steps."

"It's a work in progress."

"Everything is a work in progress."

 * 

The departure was not dramatic. The departure was — the departure was Nat. The particular way that Nat families departed: with the understanding that departure was temporary, that the road was the home and the road went everywhere, and that everywhere included the place you were leaving and the place you were going and every place in between.

Devraj hitched Motu and Chhotu. The hitching was — muscle-memory. The hands that had hitched these oxen ten thousand times before, the harness-buckles known by touch, the straps adjusted by feel. The hitching that said: the wagons are back. The road is back. The performing is back.

Noor packed the wagon — the main wagon, the family wagon, the wagon that would carry Noor and Lakku and the baby-to-come (the baby that was, by now, very close, the pregnancy in its final weeks, the baby who would be born on the road because Nat babies were born on the road and the road was the birthplace and the birthplace was the road).

The cousins organized the props. The green trunk — the green trunk that had held the letter and that was now empty of the letter (the letter was with Ritu, both letters, the birth-letter and the homecoming-letter, the two letters that were Ritu's inheritance from Meghna) — the green trunk that still held the costumes and the swords and the masks and the particular collection of theatrical equipment that was the Natraj Natak Mandali's life's work and that was, with the wagons' recovery, returned.

Amba made chai. Of course Amba made chai. The departure-chai, the particular chai that was made for the road, the chai that was stronger than the sitting-chai because the road required strength and the strength came from the ginger and the ginger came from the crushing and the crushing came from the spoon-back rhythm that was Amba's particular music, the music that was not performed but lived.

"You'll come to us," Amba said. Handing Ritu the tumbler. "Through the Mahadwar. Every month. Minimum."

"Every month."

"And you'll eat. The Saptam Rajya's preserved food is not food. Preserved food is a memory of food. You need real food. Cooked food. Amba-cooked food."

"The Saptam Rajya has a kitchen."

"The Saptam Rajya has a kitchen that hasn't been used in sixteen years. That kitchen needs — it needs me. Temporarily. To set it up. To teach you how to—"

"Mama, I know how to cook."

"You know how to burn things and call them cooked. That is not cooking. That is destruction with seasonings."

The laughter — the family laughter, the laughter that was specific to this family and that was produced by this particular dynamic: Amba's insistence and Ritu's resistance and the resistance being the love and the insistence being the love and the love being the laughter.

Devraj hugged Ritu. The hug was — the hug of a father who was releasing a daughter and who was doing the releasing with the particular grace of a man who understood that the releasing was not loss but continuation, the continuation of the story that had begun on a road in the Vasishtha Rajya sixteen years ago when a man with a moustache had found a basket and had chosen to pick it up.

"The wagons are yours when you want them," Devraj said. "The troupe is yours. The stage is yours. Whenever you want to perform — wherever you want to perform — the Natraj Natak Mandali is your troupe."

"Always?"

"Always. The troupe was mine. Before that, it was my father's. Before that, his father's. Now it's yours. Not because you're the best performer — although you are the best performer, don't tell Lakku I said that — but because the troupe goes where the Door-Keeper goes. And the Door-Keeper goes everywhere."

The parting. Devraj and Amba in the wagon — the lead wagon, NATRAJ NATAK MANDALI on the side, the paint faded but readable. Lakku and Noor in the second wagon (Noor sewing even as the wagon moved, the needle not stopping for departures, the needle having its own schedule and the schedule not including pauses for emotion). The cousins and children in the third wagon. Mata Ashwini in the third wagon too — Mata, whose knees had, against all evidence and medical probability, survived the ventilation shaft and the running and the custody and who was now sitting on a cushion in the wagon with the particular posture of a woman who had decided that wagons were, despite everything, more comfortable than ventilation shafts.

The wagons moved. Down the Rajnagar road. Toward the next town. Toward the next performance. Toward the road that was the home.

Ritu watched them go. From the dharamshala courtyard — the courtyard with the tulsi plant, the courtyard that had been temporary and that was, now, concluded. The wagons shrinking on the road. The NATRAJ NATAK MANDALI letters shrinking with them. Motu and Chhotu's patient plodding shrinking to a rhythm and then to a suggestion and then to a memory.

Beside her: Leela. Omi. Karan.

The four. The unit. The Door-Keeper, the Healer, the Archer, and the Mage. The team that had been formed in a Chitrakoot forest and that had been tested in a Rajnagar prison and that had been proven in a Grand Plaza and that was now — the beginning. The beginning of the Saptam Rajya's reopening. The beginning of the work.

"Ready?" Ritu asked.

"The stage is built," Omi said. "Literally."

"The soil is calling," Leela said. "Literally."

"The library is waiting," Karan said. "And I have approximately ten thousand manuscripts to read. So — literally."

Ritu raised her hands. The gold light — the Dwar Shakti, the Door-Power, the inheritance. The light that was hers. The light that was her mother's. The light that was the door.

The Mahadwar opened. The Great Door — the door to the Saptam Rajya, the door to the kingdom that had been sealed and that was now open, the door that led to the sunflower fields and the amber light and the buildings of stone and wood and light and the library and the gardens and the home.

The four stepped through.

And behind them, on the Rajnagar road, the wagons moved. The Natraj Natak Mandali heading for the next town. The next performance. The next audience.

Two journeys. One family. The door between them: always open.


  
    Epilogue: Rang (Colour)

    
    
  
  Six months later, the Saptam Rajya had colour.

Not the preserved colour — not the amber-light colour that the sealing had maintained for sixteen years, the monochrome warmth that was beautiful but static, the colour of a kingdom in stasis. This was new colour. Living colour. The colour that people brought.

The first family had arrived three weeks after the reopening — a family from the Panchala Rajya, two kingdoms east, a family that had been Saptam Rajya citizens before the sealing and that had fled and that had lived for sixteen years under false names in a Panchala market town, the family's Shakti hidden (minor Shakti, the flower-growing Shakti, the small power that was enough to make them targets and not enough to make them dangerous). They had heard about the Grand Plaza. They had heard about the door. They had walked for eleven days to reach Rajnagar and had presented themselves at the dharamshala and had asked, with the particular hesitation of people who had been hiding for sixteen years: is it true? Is the kingdom open?

Ritu had opened the Mahadwar for them. In the dharamshala courtyard. The golden light. The sunflower fields visible. The family had stood at the threshold and the father had wept — the weeping of a man who was looking at the home he had been told was destroyed and that was, in fact, waiting for him, the sunflowers still blooming, the house where he had grown up still standing.

After the first family: others. Slowly. One family per week, then two, then five. The scattered Saptam Rajya diaspora finding its way back through the door that a sixteen-year-old Nat girl held open. The finding that was not easy — the diaspora was dispersed across six kingdoms, the finding required the same informal network that connected Nat families, the network adapted and extended, the network that now included not just Nats but Vanvasi and healers and performers and every community that had been marginalised by the High Throne's hierarchy and that now saw, in the Saptam Rajya's reopening, the possibility.

Six months. Two hundred and seventeen people. Two hundred and seventeen people in a kingdom that had once held fifty thousand, the two hundred and seventeen being the beginning, the seed, the first colour in the preserved amber.

 * 

Leela's garden was the most beautiful thing in the kingdom. Not a metaphor — the literal most beautiful thing. Leela had taken the soil (the alive soil, the Shakti-maintained soil that could grow anything) and had grown — everything. The courtyard of Meghna's house (Ritu's house now, the house that the Door-Keeper inhabited and that the inhabiting was transforming from a preserved space into a lived space) was — a garden that the word "garden" could not contain. The garden was a forest and a pharmacy and a kitchen and a painting, the particular expression of a Vanaspati Shakti user who had been given the most responsive soil in the seven kingdoms and who had responded to the soil's responsiveness with everything she had.

Ashwagandha grew beside jasmine. Tulsi grew beside sunflowers. Neem grew beside roses. The garden was not organised by species or by function but by — conversation. The plants grew in relationship to each other, the particular arrangement that Leela's Shakti facilitated: the plants communicating through the mycelial networks, the roots sharing nutrients, the flowers sharing pollinators, the garden being not a collection of plants but a community of plants, the botanical equivalent of the human community that was forming in the kingdom above the soil.

Leela healed. The two hundred and seventeen new arrivals included the sick — the people who had been hiding their Shakti and whose hiding had produced the particular pathologies that Shakti-suppression caused: the tremors, the fatigue, the depression that came from denying a fundamental part of the self for sixteen years. Leela healed them. Not with Vanvasi techniques alone — with the Saptam Rajya's medical texts, the texts that Mata had translated (Mata visiting through the Mahadwar every two weeks, the visits that were ostensibly for healing supervision but that were actually for grandmotherly inspection of the kingdom's medical infrastructure and for the particular criticism that Mata offered freely and that was, in its freedom, the highest form of love).

Omi had built seventeen buildings. Not from scratch — the Saptam Rajya's buildings were intact. But the new arrivals needed spaces configured for living, not for preservation. Omi reconfigured: walls moved, rooms reshaped, the living wood responding to his hands (and Leela's Shakti, the collaboration that had become their daily practice, the builder and the healer working together the way their Shaktis worked together, the forest-boy and the forest-girl making a kingdom habitable). Omi's favourite construction was the new performance stage — a permanent stage in the kingdom's central plaza, built from the Saptam Rajya's living wood, the stage that was designed for the Rang Utsav, the Festival of Colour that the kingdom had not held in sixteen years and that was being planned for the autumn equinox.

Karan had read three thousand manuscripts. Not read — absorbed. The court mage's apprentice had become the court mage, the particular transformation that happened when the student exceeded the teacher and when the exceeding was not betrayal but completion. Karan's scholarship was — different from Guru Markandeya's. Guru Markandeya's scholarship had been acquisitive (the knowledge as property, the access as power). Karan's scholarship was — open. The knowledge as gift. The manuscripts translated, annotated, made accessible to the new arrivals and to anyone who came through the Mahadwar seeking understanding.

And the Dwar Shakti research — the original research, the methodology that the Saptam Rajya had developed over centuries and that the Academy had never possessed — was the centrepiece of Karan's work. The collaborative Shakti methodology that Leela had intuited and that the manuscripts confirmed: the asking, not the commanding. The relationship, not the technique. The old way that was, Karan now understood, not old at all but foundational — the original Shakti practice, the practice from which all other practices had derived and that the Academy had replaced with the command-based approach and that the replacing had diminished.

"The Academy got it backwards," Karan told Ritu. In the library. At the desk where he worked — a desk that was, like Guru Markandeya's desk, covered in manuscripts and books, but that was, unlike Guru Markandeya's desk, organized. "The Academy teaches that Shakti is a tool. The wielder uses the tool. The Saptam Rajya teaches that Shakti is a partner. The wielder collaborates with the partner. The collaboration produces — everything. The portals, the healing, the growing, the building. Everything."

"Everything is performing," Ritu said. The sentence that she had said in the Chitrakoot hills and that she now understood completely: the performing was not a metaphor. The performing — the opening to another, the becoming, the collaborative creation of something that neither performer nor audience could create alone — the performing was the Shakti. The Saptam Rajya had known this. The kingdom of performers. The kingdom where governance was performance and performance was governance and the two being one was the civilisation's genius.

 * 

The Rang Utsav happened on the autumn equinox. The first Rang Utsav in sixteen years.

Two hundred and seventeen residents of the Saptam Rajya. Plus visitors — the Mahadwar open for the day, the particular hospitality that the Door-Keeper offered: come and see. Come and see what was sealed. Come and see what has been reopened. Come and see the kingdom that the High Throne said was destroyed and that is, in fact, the most beautiful place in the seven kingdoms.

Five hundred visitors. From Rajnagar. From the Vasishtha Rajya. From the other kingdoms. Five hundred people stepping through the golden door into the sunflower fields and seeing — colour.

The Natraj Natak Mandali performed. Of course they performed — the troupe arriving through the Mahadwar with the wagons (Ritu had opened the door wide enough for the wagons, the particular act of Dwar Shakti that was both practical and symbolic: the wagons that had been left in the hills now entering the kingdom through the great door, the home arriving at the other home). Devraj directed. Lakku played the villain. Suraj played the King (badly, beautifully). The cousins played the supporting roles. The children sang the chorus — off-key, the off-key-ness being the beauty.

And Noor — Noor watched from the audience. Noor, who had given birth six weeks ago — the baby born on the road between Haldipura and Jaisingpur, the baby born in the wagon, the baby born the Nat way: in motion, on the road, the birthplace being the road and the road being everywhere. The baby — a girl, named Dwar, named for the door — the baby in Noor's arms, the baby watching the performance with the particular attention of a newborn who was seeing light and colour for the first time and for whom the seeing was the world.

Ritu performed. On Omi's stage — the permanent stage, the living-wood stage, the stage that had leaves growing from its edges and that was, in its aliveness, the most Saptam Rajya thing in the Saptam Rajya. Ritu performed Rani Kasturi — the original version, the true version, the version that ended with the queen opening the door.

But this time, at the performance's climax, Ritu did not need to act. The performance and the reality were the same. The queen opened the door. The Door-Keeper opened the door. The character and the person were one. The stage and the kingdom were one. The performance and the governance were one.

The audience — seven hundred people, the residents and the visitors, the Nats and the Vanvasi and the city-folk and the scholars and the healers and the farmers — the audience watched. The watching was not the watching of a show. The watching was the participating. The Rang Utsav was not a spectacle — the Rang Utsav was a collaboration. The audience was part of the performance. The performance was part of the audience. The line between performer and spectator dissolved, the dissolving being the Saptam Rajya's gift to the world: the understanding that the division between the one who performs and the one who watches is artificial, and that the removing of the division is the beginning of — everything.

Amba made chai. Because the Rang Utsav required chai and because Amba's chai was, by now, legendary (the legend having spread through the new arrivals, the legend being: the Door-Keeper's mother makes chai that could negotiate peace between warring kingdoms, and the legend being, unlike most legends, precisely accurate). Amba's chai station was at the plaza's edge — the enormous pot, the ginger crushed with the spoon-back rhythm, the cardamom measured by palm-feel, the milk heated to the exact temperature that Amba's hand knew by proximity (not by touching, by the heat radiating from the pot to the palm, the particular measurement system that was not scientific but was exact).

The chai was served in steel tumblers. Two hundred tumblers. Borrowed from the Saptam Rajya's preserved kitchens. The tumblers that had not been used in sixteen years and that were now being used for the first time by people who had come home and who were drinking chai in the kingdom that the High Throne had said was destroyed and that was, in fact, serving chai.

Ritu drank her chai. In the sunflower garden. In Meghna's garden. In her garden now — the garden where the sunflowers bloomed (not the preserved bloom, the real bloom, the blooming that happened because the kingdom was alive and the alive meant growth and the growth meant the sunflowers doing what sunflowers did: turning toward the light).

Beside her: Leela. Hands in the soil. Growing something — always growing something. The green glow on her fingertips. The healer in her element.

Beside Leela: Omi. The bow at his side — not drawn, not ready. Resting. The archer at rest. The particular posture of a man who had found a place where the bow could rest and where the resting was not vulnerability but safety.

Beside Ritu: Karan. A manuscript in his lap — because Karan always had a manuscript in his lap, the scholarship being as constant as breathing. But the manuscript was closed. Karan was not reading. Karan was watching — watching Ritu drink her chai, watching the sunflowers turn, watching the Rang Utsav in the plaza beyond the garden, watching the kingdom wake up.

"You're staring," Ritu said.

"I'm observing. Scholarly observation."

"You're staring."

"The staring is academically motivated."

"The staring is personally motivated and you know it."

"Both. The academic and the personal are not mutually exclusive. The Saptam Rajya's manuscripts are very clear on this point: the personal motivates the academic, the academic illuminates the personal. The two are collaborative."

"You're using the manuscripts to justify staring."

"I'm using the manuscripts to justify everything. The manuscripts are very comprehensive."

The laughter. The particular laughter that was Ritu-and-Karan, the laughter that had started in the Chitrakoot hills with dropped juggling stones and that had grown through the weeks and that was now — established. The laughter of two people who had earned each other's trust and who expressed the trust through the particular intimacy of teasing, the teasing that was not mockery but affection, the affection that was not declared but demonstrated, the demonstration being: I know you well enough to laugh at you, and the knowing is the love.

In the plaza: the Rang Utsav continued. The performances — multiple now, not just the Natraj troupe but the new arrivals, the people who had been hiding their Shakti and their art and who were now, for the first time in sixteen years, performing. The performances were — imperfect. The performers were rusty, the techniques half-remembered, the particular imperfection of art that had been suppressed and that was now erupting, the eruption being messy and beautiful and real.

Colour. The kingdom had colour now. Not the amber monochrome. Colour — the greens of Leela's garden, the gold of the sunflowers, the red and blue and purple of the performers' costumes, the silver of Karan's manuscripts' binding, the brown of Omi's living-wood constructions, the particular palette of a kingdom that was being painted, brushstroke by brushstroke, by the people who had come home.

Ritu closed her eyes. Felt the Shakti — the gold warmth in her palms, the presence that was the door and the door was her. The Mahadwar was open. The door was open. The kingdom was open. The world could see.

She opened her eyes. The sunflowers were turning. The chai was warm. The people were performing. The kingdom was alive.

The door was open.
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