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EPILOGUE


GLOSSARY

This glossary compiles the Hindu, Sanskrit, and historical terms used in the novel. Definitions are provided in the context of 16th-century medieval India.

GODS AND DIVINE FIGURES

Shiva Nataraja

The dancing form of the god Shiva, one of the most famous representations in Hinduism. “Nataraja” means “King of Dance” in Sanskrit. The four-armed bronze statue depicts Shiva performing the cosmic dance (Ananda Tandava): in his upper right hand, a tambourine whose beat symbolizes the rhythm of creation; in his upper left hand, a flame symbolizing destruction and purification; his raised left foot represents liberation (moksha); his right foot rests on a dwarf symbolizing conquered ignorance. Shiva Nataraja is the embodiment of creation, preservation, destruction, illusion, and liberation.

Ganesha

Elephant-headed god, son of Shiva and Parvati. He is the lord of beginnings and the patron of the arts, sciences, and knowledge. In the novel, the trunk turned to the left is described as a sign of blessing—in reality, both orientations have varying meanings depending on regional traditions.

Sarasvati

Goddess of knowledge, music, the arts, and wisdom. She is usually depicted with four arms holding: a stringed instrument (the veena), a book, a rosary (mala), and a cup or a lotus. She is the wife of the creator god Brahma.

Hanuman

Monkey god, hero of the Ramayana. Symbol of devotion, strength, and loyalty in the service of the god Rama. He is generally depicted in a warrior pose, holding a mace (gada). In the novel, soldiers invoke his name when setting out on a mission: Om namo Hanumate namah.

Rama

Seventh avatar of the god Vishnu, hero of the Ramayana, husband of Sita. Symbol of righteousness, honor, and duty. Arjun Deva invokes his name in battle (Jai Shri Ram: “Victory to Lord Rama”).

Asuras

In Hindu mythology, powerful and ancient beings often opposed to the devas (gods of light). In the ancient Vedic texts, the distinction is not as clear-cut as it would later become; the asuras are primordial forces. In the context of the novel, Nagendra regards them as powers that still respond when the gods of light fall silent, and seeks to invoke them through the rites of the vamamarga.

RELIGIOUS TERMS AND RITUALS

Puja

A ritual of devotion and offering to the deities. A puja can be as simple as lighting a lamp before a statue, or as complex as lengthy rites involving flowers, water, fire, food, and mantras. In the novel, Kamala performs the “evening puja” every night at the Mallikamba temple.

Mantra

A sacred formula, syllable, word, or group of words recited during Hindu and Buddhist rituals. Mantras are considered to possess intrinsic power through their sound and vibration, sometimes independent of their literal meaning. In the novel, Yuvraj recites funeral mantras, and the Rakshasas chant their own mantras in battle.

Moksha

Spiritual liberation, deliverance from the cycle of reincarnation (samsara). One of the four goals of existence in Hindu philosophy. In the depiction of Shiva Nataraja, the raised foot symbolizes this liberation offered to devotees.

Prana

The life force, the energy that animates living beings. In yogic philosophy, prana circulates through the body via channels (nadis). In the novel, Nagendra believes that the prana contained within a living being’s heart is what enables the summoning of the asuras—hence the heart-extraction rituals.

Kundalini

Latent spiritual energy symbolized by a coiled serpent at the base of the spine. Tantric practices aim to raise this energy to the crown of the head (crown chakra), bringing about spiritual awakening. Nagendra’s cobra tattoos symbolize this rising energy.

Tilak

A mark drawn on the forehead using colored powder (vermilion, ash, sandalwood paste) during religious ceremonies or as a sign of blessing. In the novel, the Brahmin priest draws the tilak on the soldiers’ foreheads before they depart on a mission.

Maha Shivaratri

“The Great Night of Shiva”: one of the most important festivals in Shaivite Hinduism, celebrated annually in the month of Phalguna (February–March). A night of fasting, prayers, and rituals dedicated to Shiva.

Vamamarga (Left-Hand Path)

A branch of Tantrism that employs elements considered taboo by orthodox Hinduism: the consumption of meat, fish, and wine; ritual sexual intercourse; and, in its most extreme forms, blood and sacrifice. It stands in contrast to the more orthodox Dakshinamarga (right-hand path). In the novel, Nagendra practices the left-hand path to its most radical extremes, including human sacrifice.

Tantrism

A spiritual tradition within Hinduism (and Buddhism) developed between the 5th and 12th centuries, based on texts called tantras. Tantrism teaches that the body and sensory experiences are pathways to the divine, not obstacles. There is great diversity within Tantrism, ranging from the most orthodox to the most radical practices (vamamarga).

Pharmakos

A Greek term (used by Kamala) referring to a chemical or plant-based substance used for ritual or therapeutic purposes. In the novel, Kamala uses this term to refer to datura—she demystifies the supposedly magical aspect of Nagendra’s rites by explaining them through their pharmacology.

ARCHITECTURE AND SACRED SPACES

Garbhagriha

Literally “womb chamber”: the innermost and most sacred room of a Hindu temple, where the main statue of the deity is enshrined. Accessible only to priests and officiants in classical temples.

Mandapa

A columned hall in a Hindu temple, serving as a gathering place for worshippers and ceremonies. Generally located in front of the garbhagriha.

Shikhara

A pyramidal tower surmounting the garbhagriha in the Hindu temple architecture of northern India (Nagara style). In the architecture of the Deccan and the south, the terms vimana or gopura are more commonly used.

Linga (Shiva linga)

Aniconic (non-figurative) representation of Shiva in the form of a cylindrical pillar, often set on a circular base (yoni). The linga is the central object of worship in Shaivite temples.

Puja (lamp)

The oil lamp used during puja rituals. In temples, a sustained flame symbolizes the divine presence. Kamala reads the state of the flame as a sign of the order of the world before dancing.

ARTS AND BODY PRACTICES

Devadasi

Literally “servant of God”: a dancer and musician dedicated to the service of a Hindu temple. Devadasis were trained from childhood in dance, music, poetry, and sacred texts. Considered the wives of the temple god, they played a central role in the religious and cultural life of medieval India. The institution gradually declined under British colonial pressure in the 19th and 20th centuries.

Thillana

The final choreographic composition of a Bharatanatyam recital (classical dance of South India). Fast, rhythmic, and vigorous, the thillana concludes the recital—hence its reputation as the most physically demanding sequence.

Ghunghroos

Ankle bells worn by classical Indian dancers, consisting of rows of small metal bells (usually made of brass or silver) sewn onto a leather strap. The ghunghroos produce a distinct sound with each footstep and constitute a percussion instrument in their own right in classical Indian dance.

Veena

A plucked string instrument of classical India, one of the oldest instruments in Hindustani music. Attribute of the goddess Sarasvati.

PLANTS AND SUBSTANCES

Datura

A plant of the Solanaceae family (Datura stramonium and related species), containing potent alkaloids (atropine, scopolamine, hyoscyamine). Used in many shamanic and ritual traditions for its hallucinogenic properties. In high doses, it causes hallucinations, a dissociation from reality, disorientation, and can be fatal. In the novel, Nagendra uses it as a fumigant on captives to make them docile, and in minute doses on his own followers to maintain a state of heightened perception.

Strychnos nux-vomica (vomiting nut)

A tree native to India and Southeast Asia whose seeds contain strychnine, an extremely toxic alkaloid. Strychnine causes violent convulsions and can be fatal. Historically used as a hunting poison and in traditional medicine at very low doses. In the novel, the Rakshasas coat their arrowheads with this extract.

Neem

A tree (Azadirachta indica) with medicinal properties recognized since ancient Indian times. Its leaves, bark, and seeds have antibacterial, antiseptic, and anti-inflammatory properties. Kamala uses it to clean and treat wounds.

Ghee

Clarified butter, produced by heating butter to separate the water and milk proteins. Ghee is used in Indian cuisine but also in Hindu rituals—burned in temple lamps and poured into the sacred fire during homa ceremonies.

WEAPONS AND MILITARY EQUIPMENT

Khanda

A traditional double-edged sword from India, with a straight, broad blade and a distinctive handle featuring a disc-shaped hand guard. The iconic weapon of Rajput and Sikh warriors. Yuvraj’s weapon in the novel.

Gada

A mace, one of the oldest weapons in India. The gada is a bludgeon consisting of a long shaft ending in a spherical or polyhedral metal head. Attribute of the god Vishnu and Hanuman. Bhima Rao’s weapon in the novel—eight kilograms of wrought iron.

Talwar

Indian curved saber, the most widespread cavalry and infantry weapon in the medieval Deccan. Slightly curved blade with a single edge. Rana Singh’s primary weapon.

Katar

A dagger with a cross-grip, a typically Indian close-quarters weapon. The hand slides into a horizontal sleeve, allowing for a powerful thrust in a straight line and protecting the wrist. Used in conjunction with the sword.

MUSIC AND RITUAL INSTRUMENTS

Shankha

A conch shell used as a ritual musical instrument in Hinduism. Its deep, resonant sound marks the beginning of important ceremonies and drives away evil spirits. In the novel, two shankhas are blown from the fort’s ramparts as the troops set out.

Baksha (drums)

Indian ritual drums used during military and religious ceremonies. In the novel, their rhythm signals the start of the campaign.

PHILOSOPHICAL AND COSMOLOGICAL CONCEPTS

Karma

The principle of moral cause and effect: every action (karma) produces consequences that affect the individual’s present or future destiny. Fundamental to Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism.

Dharma

A central concept in Indian philosophy, difficult to translate into a single word: cosmic order, moral duty, natural law, righteous conduct. For warriors (kshatriyas), dharma involves protecting the weak and remaining loyal to one’s lord.

Samsara

The cycle of reincarnation in Hindu and Buddhist philosophy—the cycle of death and rebirth from which moksha (liberation) offers escape.

TITLES, CASTS, AND FUNCTIONS

Rajah

A title of sovereignty in Indian traditions, roughly equivalent to “king” or “prince.” Refers to a local or regional leader.

Rajput

Member of the warrior caste (kshatriya) of northern and central India, organized into clans. The Rajputs formed the military aristocracy of many medieval Indian kingdoms. In the novel, Rana Singh and his band are Rajputs.

Brahman (or Brahmin)

A member of the highest caste in the Hindu varna (caste) system, traditionally priests, teachers, and guardians of the sacred texts. Brahmins perform rituals, recite mantras, and interpret the sacred texts.

Guru

Spiritual master, teacher. In Sanskrit, guru literally means “one who dispels darkness.” The guru-disciple relationship (guru-shishya) is at the heart of the transmission of spiritual knowledge in India.

Vakil

A term of Arabic and Perseo-Arabic origin denoting a representative, envoy, or agent. Used in the administrations of the Deccan sultanates to refer to diplomatic emissaries.

GEOGRAPHY AND NATURE

Western Ghats

A mountain range running along the west coast of the Indian peninsula for approximately 1,600 kilometers, from Gujarat to Kerala. Average elevation of 1,000 to 1,500 meters, with some peaks exceeding 2,500 meters. The Western Ghats constitute one of the world’s richest biodiversity hotspots and receive exceptional rainfall during the southwest monsoon. In 1565, they formed a natural boundary between the Deccan plains and the Malabar Coast.

Deccan

A vast plateau in central and southern India, bounded to the north by the Narmada and Tapti rivers, to the west by the Western Ghats, and to the east by the Eastern Ghats. The term derives from the Sanskrit word dakshina (“south”). Site of the Battle of Talikota (1565), which brought about the downfall of the Vijayanagara Empire.

Monsoon

A system of seasonal winds that brings rain to India. The southwest monsoon arrives in June on the Malabar Coast and the Western Ghats, gradually moving northward. It provides the climatic backdrop for the entire novel—the ever-present rain, the swelling rivers, the soggy mountain paths.

Langur

A large monkey (genus Semnopithecus) common in the forests of India. Langurs are known for their role as “sentinels”: their distinctive alarm calls signal the presence of predators (tigers, leopards) or human intruders. In the novel, Kamala interprets the silence or cries of the langurs as a natural warning system.

Shola

A mountain forest characteristic of the Western Ghats, growing above 1,500 meters in altitude in valleys and depressions. Dense vegetation, trees with trunks covered in mosses and lichens, and a very humid microclimate. Shola forests alternate with high-altitude grasslands.

Gaur

Large wild bovine (Bos gaurus), the largest wild cattle species in the world. Also known as the Indian bison, it lives in the forests of India, particularly in the Ghats. In the novel, a dead gaur is found at the edge of a field, its chest slit open—a sign of the Rakshasas’ rites.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Vijayanagara (Empire of)

Hindu empire of the Deccan (1336–1646), one of the largest and most prosperous in medieval Indian history. Its eponymous capital (the present-day ruins of Hampi, Karnataka, a UNESCO World Heritage Site) was one of the largest cities in the world in the 15th century. The empire collapsed during the Battle of Talikota (January 23, 1565), where a coalition of four Deccan sultanates (Bijapur, Ahmadnagar, Bidar, Golconda) crushed its armies.

Talikota (Battle of)

A decisive battle on January 23, 1565, that brought an end to the rule of the Vijayanagara Empire. The armies of the coalition of Deccan sultanates, superior in artillery, crushed the Vijayanagara army and beheaded its commander, Rama Raya, on the spot. The capital was sacked for several months. This is the founding event of the novel, which takes place in the months that follow.

Bijapur (Sultanate of)

Islamic sultanate of the Deccan (1490–1686), one of the powers forming the victorious coalition at Talikota. In the novel, emissaries from Bijapur appear in the Ghats and correspond with Nagendra—suggesting that the collapsed empire leaves a vacuum the sultans seek to fill.

Rama Raya

Powerful de facto regent of the Vijayanagara Empire, beheaded on the battlefield of Talikota (January 23, 1565). His death personifies the empire’s collapse in the collective consciousness of the novel’s characters.

Bharatanatyam A form of classical South Indian dance, originating in Tamil Nadu, derived from the tradition of temple devadasis. Codified and transmitted by dance masters (nattuvanars), it combines codified physical expression (nritta), emotional expression (abhinaya), and mythological narrative (nritya).

 


PROLOGUE

Saturday, January 23, 1565 — Mallikamba Temple, Western Ghats — One hundred thirty-five days before the start of the mission I.

The flame did not flicker.

This was the sign Kamala looked for every evening before entering the dance—the flame of the oil lamp placed at the feet of Shiva Nataraja, that bronze god with four arms outstretched in the eternal movement of the cosmos. If the flame flickered, the wind had entered the sanctuary through a crack, and the evening puja would begin with an inspection of the walls. If it burned straight and tall like a sword blade, all was in order in the universe, and Kamala could dance.

The flame burned straight. She danced.

The Mallikamba Temple had been carved into the basalt cliff halfway up the Ghats, where the rock split of its own accord into a natural cavity that the 12th-century builders had enlarged and perfected over four generations. Its interior walls were blackened by centuries of incense and burnt ghee. In the niches carved at regular intervals lived the secondary gods—Ganesha with his trunk twisted to the left, a sign of blessing; Sarasvati with four arms holding the veena, the book, the rosary, the cup; Hanuman in his warrior pose, mace raised, one foot resting on a stylized mountain that had looked like a mushroom to Kamala ever since she was a child. She knew every niche, every crack, every mark left by pilgrims on the stone. She had grown up here. She could not remember a life before these walls.

The copper bells hanging from the lintel of the inner door tinkled under her fingers, once, twice, and the echo faded into the thickness of the rock. She took off her sandals and felt the cold of the flagstones rise up through her ankles, then into her calves—that evening chill that the stone had absorbed on the shady side since morning, and which it faithfully gave back to the night.

Outside, the world was as it should be: the first frogs in the river were beginning their twilight conversation, the wind was swirling through the bamboo to the east, and somewhere above the temple, in the strangler figs that had conquered the upper terrace two centuries ago, a langur was uttering its routine call at dusk—the cry that means nothing in particular, all is well, you may sleep. The air smelled of sandalwood incense and the ghee from the lamps and the jasmine that the priestess Savitri had woven that morning with the patience of women who have been performing the same gesture for forty years. The river below murmured its business.

Kamala danced the Thillana.

It was the final sequence of the evening ritual—the fastest, the most physical, the one the younger devadasis dreaded because it came last, when their legs were already heavy from the previous sequences. At seven, when her teacher had taught her the first positions, she would fall at the third change of tempo. At twelve, she could hold out until halfway through. At twenty-four, the twelve steps to the right, the pivot on the left heel, and the arms opening like the wings of a night bird unfolded in her muscles without her mind needing to count. The ghunghroos—the hundreds of silver bells sewn to her ankles according to the tradition of the empire’s devadasis—commented on every footstep with their metallic, precise sound. She had heard that sound for so long that she no longer really heard it; it was part of her like the beating of her heart.

Tonight, something was wrong.

In truth, something had been wrong for several weeks. The last merchants to have stopped at the temple had left sooner than usual, with their overloaded mules and their glances darting back and forth between the trees. One of them had said, in a low voice, as if speaking to himself: the sultanates have forged an alliance. Another had replied: “That’s none of our business,” and the first had let out a brief, joyless laugh. Rajan the priest had listened to all this from the temple threshold, his hands clasped behind his back, and had said nothing. Rajan never said anything about the affairs of kings. It was his way of warding off the world. Kamala had always thought he was right. The Ghats had survived more than one war. But the hurried merchants and the silent langurs on the same evening—that was two things at once, and two things at once is too much.

She couldn’t put her finger on what else was wrong. The flame stood straight. It hadn’t faltered. The gods in their niches wore their usual expressions. And yet the langur had cried out its routine call and fallen silent. How long had it been? She realized it in the middle of a pirouette, and this absence pierced her consciousness like a thorn pierces the skin—silently, precisely. Langurs do not fall silent without reason. They fall silent when something is approaching.

She continued to dance. Devadasis do not stop.

She danced until the very last note her feet could play. Then she bowed before Shiva Nataraja, palms pressed together, forehead touching the cold flagstones. The god looked at her with his eyes of molten metal, wearing the expression he always wore—neither benevolence nor anger, but something prior to both: the absolute attention of a being who has seen enough centuries pass to no longer be surprised by anything.

Kamala remained prostrate longer than usual.

She tried to hear the langurs.

They did not return. II.

The knocks began as a mistake.

A dull, repeated sound at the main door—too regular for the wind, too heavy for an animal. Then a low male voice uttering words she did not recognize. Not Kannada. Not Sanskrit. Something guttural and choppy, with consonants that struck like stones thrown into water. Other voices answered. Several.

Then Savitri’s scream—short, startled, and cut off.

Kamala was on her feet before she’d decided to be. Her body had assessed the distances in a heartbeat: the door to the women’s cell to her left, too far and too exposed; the ablution corridor at the back of the sanctuary, where she didn’t know if the temple had already been surrounded from behind; the base of the statue of Shiva Nataraja just a few steps ahead of her, raised on a one-meter-high stone pedestal, with a deep alcove carved into its back where garlands of wilted flowers were stored before being thrown into the river.

She slipped into the alcove. She barely fit—shoulders hunched, chin to her chest, knees drawn up to her chin. Her ghunghroos jingled once as she slid into the dark space. She grabbed them with both hands and pressed them against her shins.

She heard what was happening outside as one hears a dream from within a dream: fragmented, selective, more real than reality. The priests—Rajan and Mukul—running down the back corridor, their sandals clattering on the stone, then nothing. The wooden door of the ablution corridor opening onto the outside. Distant, confused voices. Then the silence of those who had fled.

Then the silence of those entering.

The wooden door of the inner sanctuary gave way with a sharp, drawn-out creak. Torches—several of them—flooded the space with shifting orange light, so different from the oil lamps that Kamala blinked in her alcove as if she’d been struck in the face. Through the gap between the base of the pedestal and the wall, she could see a strip of floor thirty centimeters high and spanning the entire width of the sanctuary. Feet. Ankles painted dark red down to the knees, black above, the two colors blending where sweat had run. They wore carved wooden masks whose faces she could not see, but whose lower edges, shaped like fangs, brushed against their bare chests. They moved without speaking, with the economy of men who have done this work often and no longer need to consult one another.

The puja lamp was knocked over. The oil spilled and caught fire for a second before going out in a wisp of acrid black smoke. The floral offerings were torn from the god’s neck. The bronze cups—the seven cups that Rajan had polished every week since she was a child—disappeared into canvas bags. The saffron silk drapes framing the alcove behind the statue were pulled aside, and Kamala closed her eyes, convinced for a split second that the hands pulling them would grab her.

They did not touch her. The drapes fell. The hands moved on to something else.

She counted her own breaths so as not to lose consciousness. One breath every six seconds. Small, silent, through the nose. The ghunghroos pressed so hard against her shins that she felt the metal marking the flesh.

The man entered alone, after the others.

She knew it before she saw him—the masked men rearranged themselves in a way that was not obedience to a given order but something prior, instinctive: they stepped aside. He did not need to raise his hand. He crossed the sanctuary as if he were alone in the room and the others were shadows cast by the torches.

He was tall and thin to the point of self-denial—the kind of thinness that is not weakness but its opposite, the body reduced to what cannot be taken away without killing. His head was shaved down to bare skin, smooth and dark, without even a day’s growth. Tattoos covered his chest and arms: king cobras drawn in black and midnight blue ink, their scales rendered one by one, their triangular heads raised upward, mouths open, turned toward targets that only he could see. They coiled from his wrists up to his collarbones and beyond, disappearing into the white dhoti he wore tied at the hip—his only garment. His feet were bare and clean.

He wore no mask.

He stopped in front of Shiva Nataraja.

Kamala held her breath.

The man stood motionless before the statue for what might have been two minutes or perhaps ten. Time no longer had the same substance. His men continued to work behind him—she could hear the sounds of destruction in other parts of the temple, a bell falling, wood being broken—but here, in the central sanctuary, everything had stopped. The man slowly raised his right hand and placed his palm flat against the god’s left foot—the raised foot, the one that signifies liberation, moksha—and held it there, without pressure, his hand open as if the statue might clasp his fingers in return.

He spoke. So softly that Kamala had to draw on all her Sanskrit training to catch the words through the stone of the pedestal.

— You weren’t at Talikota today. Your children have been fighting on the plain since dawn, and you weren’t there. Rama Raya had his head cut off by the sultan’s horsemen, and your temples have burned from north to south across the Deccan, yet you danced on your pedestal of eternity as if none of this concerned you. I’ve waited my whole life for you to rise. Tonight I understood what I should have understood from the start: you will not rise. The gods of light have closed their eyes. That which closes calls for the opening of its opposite.

He withdrew his hand. He remained there for a moment longer, his head slightly bowed, like someone who has just settled an old debt and is weighing the weight of that relief.

Then he turned slowly.

His gaze swept across the sanctuary—the bare walls, the empty niches, the black smoke from the extinguished lamp still curling in the still air. His gaze slid over the bronze statue, over the pedestal, over the alcove behind the god.

He stopped.

Kamala’s nails dug into her own palms. The ghunghroos. If she moved a millimeter. If her throat let out the slightest sound. She could feel her heart in her temples, in her wrists, in the soles of her feet pressed flat against the cold stone.

The man stared at the shadow where she stood for three heartbeats, which she counted with maniacal precision. His eyes did not blink. His expression did not change. He had the face of someone assessing something and drawing a conclusion, and that face was harder to bear than fury.

Then he looked away.

He gave a brief, sparing wave of his hand, and his men began to withdraw. He left the sanctuary without looking back. The torches followed him. Darkness returned, thicker than before because it had been interrupted.

For a long time, she heard noises in other parts of the temple. Footsteps. Low voices. Something heavy being moved. Then nothing. III.

Dawn crept in through the torn-out doors like something shameful.

Kamala did not move until she heard, far away in the trees, the first cry of a langur resuming its post in the branches—the cry that means nothing in particular, all is well. She remained in the alcove for another hour after that, because langurs, too, can be mistaken. She measured time by the pain in her legs, which shifted from numbness to burning and then to something shapeless and dull that was no longer really pain but its opposite, the sensation of limbs that existed once more.

When she pulled herself up from the pedestal, her hands were trembling.

She watched them tremble for a few seconds, with a sense of strangeness. These hands that had danced before thousands of pilgrims without ever faltering, that knew precisely where to position themselves in space and at what angle and speed. Now they trembled like those of an old woman. She clenched them into fists and held them tight until the trembling subsided.

She found Savitri in the outer courtyard.

The priestess was lying on her side, her arms drawn up to her chest, and her face bore the expression of someone who had been caught in the middle of an ordinary thought—a slight perplexity, nothing more, as if death had arrived before she had finished understanding it. The ground around her was clean. Kamala was grateful for this in a way she could not immediately explain.

She remained kneeling beside her until the sun was high enough for the shadows to shorten. In the meantime she recited the funeral mantras from memory, her lips moving silently, because her voice would not come that morning. She covered Savitri’s face with a corner of her own sari. She crossed the priestess’s hands over her chest. She did what she could, which was little, and carried on to the end nonetheless.

The priests had fled during the night. Their sandals lay near the main door, abandoned in haste—Rajan had even left his walking stick, he who never went anywhere without it. She did not blame them. Rajan was sixty and Mukul was twenty, and they both had family somewhere in the plain.

She went out onto the terrace overlooking the valley.

Columns of smoke rose from the plain into the cold morning air—three, perhaps four distinct plumes at varying distances, all tilted toward the northeast by a wind she could not yet feel here but which was blowing out there over the open plain. She did not yet know what was burning. She would learn in the weeks that followed, through fragments carried by the few merchants who would continue to travel the paths of the Ghats: Talikota, the great battle decided that very Saturday while she was dancing, Rama Raya beheaded on the spot, the capital of Vijayanagara left to the looters for five months. A world had ceased to exist the day before while she was searching for langurs in the silence.

She watched the smoke until it dissolved into the white sky.

She could go down. Follow the priests to the coast, to the temples of Kerala that still welcomed devadasis, to the port cities where her art still had a price. She knew names, roads. She had her feet and her memory and enough knowledge of the Ghats to avoid starving on the descent.

She entered the sanctuary.

The statue of Shiva Nataraja was the only thing left intact. The man with the shaved head had not allowed anyone to touch it—she was certain of this without knowing why, and that certainty was itself unsettling. The bronze was exactly as it had always been: the god dancing in his circle of flames, the raised foot expressing liberation, the foot resting on conquered ignorance, the four arms tracing in the frozen space the simultaneous gestures of creation and destruction. In the upper right hand, the tambourine whose beat is the rhythm of the cosmos. In the upper left hand, the fire that purifies and consumes.

Kamala sat cross-legged before him. She clasped her hands on her lap. She waited for her hands to stop trembling.

She looked at the statue the way the man had looked at her—for the first time in the seventeen years she had been dancing before him, without the certainty that it was mutual. Not as a supplicant. Not as a devotee. Rather like someone who had spent the night behind a door listening to a conversation of which they had caught only half, and who now found themselves face to face with the speaker, wondering what part of it was true.

“He was right about one thing,” she said. “You weren’t there last night. The question I can’t answer is this: were you not there because you don’t exist, or were you there and chose not to move, and what difference does that make to me?”

The god did not answer.

The wind swept through the torn-out doors. The copper bells hanging from the lintel—the masked men hadn’t taken them, too small to be worth the effort—tinkled once, softly, without Kamala having raised her hand.

She decided that was enough.

She tied her ankles into her ghunghroos. She tightened the broken thread of the silver anklet—the only piece of jewelry she had left—with a sewing knot. She stood up. The Mallikamba temple had been looted, and a woman lay dead in the courtyard, while the jungle of the Ghats surrounded her on all sides, alive and perfectly indifferent to the events that had just unfolded among its roots.

Kamala knew every path, every pass, every stream in these mountains for fifty kilometers in every direction. She knew which plants nourish and which kill, where the water is safe and where it carries fever, how langurs signal tigers and how crows signal men. She knew which narrow rock passageway led from one slope to the other without descending to the pass, and which abandoned temples offered shelter without water, and which shelters had water but no roof.

She was the last guardian of a dead temple, in the ruins of a dead empire, in a world from which the gods seemed to have taken their leave.

That was no small thing.

She stepped out into the morning light to gather dry wood so she could give Savitri the honors a life of service deserves. The sun was already warm on the stones of the terrace. The langurs had resumed their conversation in the fig trees, indifferent. The river below said what it had always said.

One hundred and thirty-five days later, twenty men she had never seen before would enter her mountains.

 


CHAPTER 1

Monday, June 7, 1565 — Day 1 — Kaladurg Fort, 800 meters above sea level I.

Rajah Mahendra Singh Yadav was weeping.

Not openly—he had enough dignity for that. But in the light of the oil lamps illuminating the council chamber at this hour before dawn, Rana Singh saw the unnatural gleam in the old man’s eyes, the almost imperceptible movement of his throat as he swallowed, the way his hands, resting flat on the carved wooden table, pressed down too hard, as if seeking something solid in a world that was no longer so.

Rana Singh waited.

He stood with his arms crossed behind his back, and he waited. It was a skill he had learned before the sword—waiting without letting that waiting show on his face. His master in Ajmer called it the posture of the rock. The rock has no opinion on the rain. It is there. The rain passes.

The Rajah was sixty-two years old. Five months earlier, before Talikota, he had been a compact, lean man with a precise voice, who settled matters of governance with the swiftness of a man who had never had to doubt his legitimacy. That old man had died along with the empire. The man standing before Rana Singh this morning had the slumped shoulders of a man who has stopped standing tall because the world he stood in no longer exists.

“Sixty people,” he said at last. “In three months.”

His voice remained firm. That detail restored some of his esteem in Rana Singh’s eyes.

“Three villages in the foothills of the Ghats.” Tamakur, the nearest, has suffered two attacks—nineteen people in the first, adults, children, two elderly men who could no longer move. Tamakur was partially burned. Twenty-two days later, the second attack claimed forty-one more lives. The village of Kesarpura, a two-hour walk further up, has thirteen missing. The survivors have barricaded themselves in. They are not moving. They have water for a month, no more. And there is a third village, even higher up—Vellur, which our scouts reached ten days ago. Vellur had only seven people left. They told us that the attacks come at night, from the heights, and that those who attack are not men.

He paused.

— They said: demons.

Rana Singh said nothing.

— I know what you’re thinking, the Rajah continued. They’re villagers. They see demons wherever there is darkness and a poor harvest. But Tamakur vanished in two nights. No traces of a horseback ride. No hoofprints. Something coming on foot from the caves of the Ghats, taking people, and leaving.

He stopped. He was looking at the table.

“The bodies,” he said more quietly. “The ones found on the outskirts of Tamakur. My scouts brought back three. They were cut open. The chest. And the hearts were missing.”

The room was silent. Outside, in the courtyard, someone gave a low-voiced order; a horse whinnied briefly and fell silent.

“The marks on the skin,” the Rajah continued, “were signs. Signs that my Brahmins recognized in part and refused to name for the rest. They said: the left path. They wouldn’t say any more.” You know what that means.

Rana Singh knew. The left-hand path—the vamamarga—was the nocturnal face of Tantrism, the one that used what was taboo: flesh, blood, mind-altering substances. In the cities, it was a theological curiosity. In the caves of the Ghats, far from prying eyes, it was something else entirely. He had heard of groups that went that far. He had never encountered any personally. He had always thought the stories were exaggerated by distance and fear.

Perhaps not.

— You should also know, said the Rajah, that Bijapur has been sending emissaries to the region since the battle. Officially to negotiate trade routes. But my informants in the villages report strangers asking questions about access to the Ghats and about the local people. I’m not saying that Bijapur and these people in the caves are connected. I’m saying that the coincidence is remarkable, and that in my experience, remarkable coincidences rarely are.

“I’ll make a note of that,” said Rana Singh.

“Note it and keep it to yourself. It’s not a certainty. It’s a shadow.”

“I often work with shadows.”

The Rajah gave a brief smile, the first since the conversation began—a smile of an old warrior who recognizes the language of another old warrior.

He stood up and walked around the table. On the wall behind him hung a map drawn in ink on parchment—the Western Ghats in green, the Deccan plains in brown, Kaladurg Fort marked with a cross to the east. He placed his finger on a spot in the green, a half-day’s walk above the villages.

“Caves, up there. None of my household knows of them. I sent two men on a reconnaissance mission last month. They never returned.”

He removed his finger from the map. He turned around.

“I’m giving you twenty men. The best I have. You’ll go back through the villages, find whatever survivors you can, and destroy whatever caused this. Completely.” Whether they are bandits, madmen, cultists, or demons—you destroy them and you return.

Rana Singh bowed his head—neither too low, which is servility, nor too little, which is insolence.

— We leave this morning, he said.

— May Hanuman keep you, said the Rajah.

Rana Singh stepped out into the black stone corridor, and his shadow preceded him toward the courtyard. II.

The courtyard of Kaladurg Fort was thirty meters long and twenty wide, paved with crushed basalt that absorbed the night’s moisture without ever appearing dry. The nineteen men waiting for Rana Singh were dark shapes in the dim light of the torches set in iron rings. They stood at attention. None spoke. It was the silence that only professional soldiers know how to maintain—not that of those who are afraid, but that of those who wait without wasting energy.

The twentieth had arrived two days earlier.

Rana Singh scanned the courtyard before descending the three steps of the porch. He knew each one. He had selected seventeen from the garrison, based on a criterion he did not discuss but which boiled down to this: the way a man holds his weapon when he is not being watched. The other three came from a band of mercenaries on their way to Goa—Rana Singh had written a letter of recommendation for their captain, on behalf of a raja in Penukonda. That Vijayanagara had had no raja in Penukonda since Talikota was not his problem for the moment.

Yuvraj was there, as always, slightly ahead of the group without anyone having asked him to be. Forty-five years old, the oldest in the group after Bhima Rao, with white temples and the build of a man who had never stopped training since the age of seven. His double-edged khanda was sheathed in the black leather scabbard on his back, the scabbard patched in two places with copper wire—which meant two fights where the blade had pierced something hard enough to damage the sheath. Yuvraj didn’t talk about those two fights. The men who didn’t need to talk about their fights were the ones Rana Singh trusted.

Bhima Rao was to his right. It was hard not to start with him—his size organized the space around him in a way that wasn’t intimidation but simple physics. Six feet three inches tall, one hundred twenty kilograms distributed according to a logic that had nothing to do with fat. His gada rested on his right shoulder like a natural extension of his arm, eight kilograms of wrought iron whose spherical tip bore the marks of blows that were no longer worth counting. He looked at Rana Singh with the calm attention of a man who had decided once and for all to trust his captain and had not needed to reconsider that decision since.

Arjun Deva stood to the left of the group, slightly apart, slightly ahead—as if his body were incapable of fully aligning with the others’ rhythm. Nineteen years old. His composite bow rested on his back, the string detached so the wood wouldn’t be damaged by moisture—at least that much, the precaution of a trained archer. But his eyes darted back and forth over the other men with the slight intensity characteristic of very young soldiers who are still trying to understand what rank they hold in a hierarchy they did not choose. He had joined the mission two days earlier as a replacement for Madhav, who had been struck down by a bilious fever. When Rana Singh saw him arrive, he had thought: he will either survive or die from learning. He did not yet know which of the two.

Vikram was nowhere to be seen.

Rana Singh scanned the courtyard with a sweeping glance, then heard, to his left and slightly behind him, the infinitesimal sound of a sole on the basalt. Vikram emerged from the shadow of the wall as if he had been part of it. Thirty years old, with light brown eyes that seemed almost strange against his dark features, and the ordinary build and shoulders of a man whom no one notices in a crowd. That was his main advantage, and he knew it.

“Sixteen confirmed,” he said in a low voice. “Four who look the part. And one I’d keep an eye on.”

“Which one?”

“The new guy from the southern unit. Keshar.”

Rana Singh glanced, without seeming to, at the man in question. Twenty-seven years old, stocky, with the closed face of someone who spares his expressions. His talwar was new—the blade showing no signs of repeated sharpening, the hilt gleaming. Either he had the money to replace his weapons often, or this was his first serious campaign. Rana Singh would have bet on the former. Why, he couldn’t say.

“Keep an eye on him,” he said.

“I keep an eye on everyone,” said Vikram.

It was true, and it wasn’t bragging.

Deepak approached with that smile of his—open, a little too wide for a man going to retrieve what had swallowed sixty people, the smile of a twenty-three-year-old for whom war was still an adventure. He carried his spear like a walking stick.

“What time do we leave, Captain?”

“As soon as the priest is done with you.”

“I can’t
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