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        Calcutta, May 1757

      

      

      She should head back. Meena knew she would pay for being outside the palace one way or another; certainly if Abhishek had anything to do with it. Even the sun seemed to glare at her as she watched it glint off the giant white sails bobbing up the Hooghly River. But she also knew that she was staying put. As she had done the day before, and the day before that.

      She stood on the bridge in the middle of Calcutta, watching, only taking her eyes off the British’s ships to briefly observe how her hands were darkening in the midday sun. She pictured her father’s curled lip, disgusted at the sight of her walnut hue.

      But this image did not last long; barely a thought tripped across Meena’s mind at all as she watched the sails go by. All she could think about was where the ships had come from, where they might be going next, and what those who travelled on them had seen. When she was younger, Meena’s aunt Kiran used to take her for trips to the shore. These excursions were few and far between; the journey to the coast from their home in Murshidabad was long and her father did not like her leaving the palace with anyone, let alone with Kiran. But she treasured those visits. She loved the delicate dance of the waves building, lulling you in closer, concealing the mighty force that lay beneath its foamy surface. And the smell. She wished she could bottle that heady saline scent, and the way its decadence overwhelmed her senses. Kiran had often told her of the beach back at her home, down south in Madras where the sea gleamed turquoise and the scrawny fishermen were loaded down with their catches by sunset. Meena could have sworn she could smell that scent again when she saw the ships.

      Meena had missed the luxuries of home, since leaving Murshidabad for Calcutta. One benefit, however, was that the usual detail of guards were busy now that war with the British was on the horizon. There were apparently some slight benefits to be gained from the city shifting between the British and her father’s hands, like some shiny bauble. A land to be conquered, though she had thought conquest was only for kings, not traders. And yet, the commercial heart of her father’s kingdom, its trade hub, had for several decades been in the hands of foreigners. That was the case until her father was sufficiently slighted by their arrogance. It was one thing to act like you ran a city, it was quite another to build forts to defend it from its rightful owners. Whether such arrogance was sufficiently a reason for war was another question – though she had heard plenty about the damage the British East India Company had wrought down south.

      She made the most of the reduced supervision and would often steal away and linger on the bridge overlooking the dock, watching the ships go by, clad in her plainest clothes and the sludge-brown cloak that Meena had lifted a while back from her handmaid Binita when she wasn’t looking. She would scuttle through the palace, having feigned melancholy or headache that would naturally leave her bedbound, and then out the kitchen back door she would sneak. She hoped that she looked insignificant enough to those that cared to look – perhaps a servant girl dawdling on her way back from the market.

      Meena drew her veil closer as it flickered in the breeze, briefly exposing her as she watched the rush of men piling in and out of their boats. The docks were always chaotic. She grabbed absentmindedly at the tiny shoots of grass growing in between the cracks of the bridge’s stone slabs as she stood transfixed, watching the ships glide through the waves. The thin, straggly weeds bent under the force of her grasp. Men from all corners of the world disembarked the ships with a similar ebb and flow. Some were truly just boys – even younger than Meena – walking with false swagger, a rehearsed ease in the swing of their limbs. The older ones looked around, trying to spot the nearest tavern or brothel from the dock itself. The officious ones were the worst. Looking for their welcome party while covering their faces with their jackets, for fear of polluting their pale bodies with the exotic, offensive smells and sights around them. The British ones in their red coats were scarce since her father took the city back but Calcutta was full of others. Those who made the long, uncertain journey from France and the Dutch Republic and Portugal to make their fortune. War might rage on, but in the midst of death and destruction there was still money to be made. Perhaps even more so.

      Not that she had ever been in their shoes. She couldn’t imagine what travelling across the world to new lands would be like. Aside from those trips to the coast with her aunt, she had barely left their palace in Murshidabad before they came to Calcutta. There were apparently some upsides to her father going to war with one of Bengal’s biggest trading partners. Meena was relieved when she was informed that her father would be leaving Murshidabad to keep a closer eye on the East India Company after he took back Calcutta from them – that is, of course, until she realised that the family was expected to follow. War was no place for women, but as the daughter of his first wife there was no way Meena’s father would risk leaving her or her older brother behind in Bengal’s seat of power with the rest of the household. Generations of palace machinations and suspicious deaths in their family had put paid to such ideas. And so here they were, stationed in their rather humble home in Calcutta, away from her childhood home with nothing to do but while away her afternoons watching the feverish activity of her fellow new arrivals. The French, the Portuguese, the Dutch would all emerge from their ships overwhelmed by the new surroundings, looking for any small, familiar comfort to soften the shock. Meena peered closer, as among the usual crowd of Europeans, she thought she saw a British insignia on one of the ships, next to the word Argo emblazoned on its side.

      The Englishman that first disembarked lacked both the others’ restlessness and the pressed and proper attire of the officious. He was free from the stiffness of their collars, his rolled-up shirt sleeves worn and previously patched. His jodhpurs were oil-stained from ship work. He seemed light – carefree, certainly, but also as if he were lit from within. Glowing. Meena watched intently as a tanned, hairy arm was slung across his shoulders, belonging to one of his squat friends. The crew he was with certainly shared his more casual demeanour, if not the elegance to carry it off as anything other than uncouth. The taller man leaned towards the hairy man and whispered into his ear, some joke of sorts apparently, because the both of them proceeded to laugh so loud she could hear them clean across the river. She squinted and saw the shorter man’s head jerk back as he laughed, exposing his blackened teeth.

      Meena considered how convivial this gaggle of men of varied appearance were with one another. The striking one was one of them despite clearly not being one of them. His pale skin was an obvious sign. His body may have toiled recently, but he was not born to a life of hard labour. No, this was a choice, one in a long line of choices in a life full of them. High-born definitely, possibly even noble. She had seen enough of them at the palace, back when relations were cordial: an endless parade of white men in red coats and impossibly shiny buttons and decorations all lined up with their grasping hands out, ready to trade and take what they could from the city. However, force was now the order of the day for the British East India Company. They had been in India long enough to no longer feel obliged to take orders anymore, they wanted to make their own rules. And Meena’s father had taken serious exception to this.

      But she didn’t care about her father’s ego or any personal objection to the Company’s rule. Governing. War. These were not areas that Meena was educated in, but she knew the greatest impact was felt by those who had the least say in the matter. Three wars in ten years had been waged in the south of the country. The French and the British fighting proxy battles for supremacy in a land neither had any claim to, far from their own European shores. Sending brown bodies to fight their wars. Young men sent to their deaths, bloodshed spilling out till it reached the women and children in Madras and Pondicherry. It was in neither side’s interest to care until one was victorious. But not here, Meena decided. Not in Bengal.

      While the other men were still preoccupied with their own hilarity, she could see, despite the Englishman’s mouth being open with laughter, his head turned back and forth with barely disguised frenzy. Keenly aware apparently that something was wrong, even if the others were not. He clapped one of his friends – a broad, stocky man – and proceeded to extricate himself from them, quite deftly she thought. He straightened his once stiff collar and made his way to the port authorities. Meena leaned in and placed her head in her hand. She was curious how this was going to go. Arjun was in charge of the port, and she had heard much from the servants about how he ruled it like his own fiefdom. She had been watching him whenever she snuck off, cutting others bigger and stronger down to size for daring to cross him. Abhishek said it was because he was the son of a fisherman, though Meena silently observed that Abhishek was the son of a Nawab and that didn’t stop him from being pathetic and cruel. Not that she would risk telling her brother that. In both her brother and Arjun, all she saw was weak men desperate for the flimsiest scrap of power over others.

      But this Englishman didn’t know that. So, when he went up to Arjun with a beaming grin and casual swagger, pointing to his crew and their large weather-beaten ship, Meena got down from the bridge and walked across to the other side so she could get a closer look. Her elbows on the hot stone bridge, face cupped in her clammy palms. How she wished she could hear what he was saying. The expression on Arjun’s face, however, told her that this situation was not going to work out in the stranger’s favour. As the man continued – at, from what she could tell, breathless pace – it was clear that Arjun was not listening to a word but instead was scanning him from head to toe. Trying to place this stranger in the pecking order: no entourage, no military brass, no powder that some of them absurdly chose to wear. She could practically hear his brain whirring. No, here appeared to be a white man that Arjun could harass with impunity. Meena saw a wide grin spread across Arjun’s face as he apparently finished making this calculation. He looked at the stranger, ready to devour him like a ripe mango. The Englishman, clearly taking Arjun’s smile as a good sign, put his hand on Arjun’s shoulder, as if he was about to enter into some conspiracy, rather than signing his own death warrant. 

      ‘That Englishman is brave,’ Meena overheard a sailor, just back from a voyage by the way he dressed, say to his friend as they walked past her on the bridge.

      ‘Brave or a lunatic,’ replied his friend, laughing. ‘Arjun looks like he wants to eat him alive. Imagine arriving here and demanding to see the Nawab.’

      Meena snapped her head round upon hearing this. The English stranger was getting more and more peculiar. He wanted to meet her father? With the East India Company currently at Calcutta’s door on the verge of war? She could not possibly think that was true. No one sane would dare suggest such a thing, let alone someone sailing under British insignia. Not unless there was a specific reason that he needed to speak to her father. A message, perhaps? It must be important if he thought it was worth the risk. Meena could also see from the swarm of guards now surrounding him that whatever his reason was, it was likely to die with the Englishman if Arjun had his way. She could not let that happen.

      ‘Gora,’ Meena muttered under her breath. She let out one final exasperated sigh before raising her head from her hands. She straightened up, re-adjusted her veil and cloak then made her way down to the port.

      By the time she made it to the Englishman, he had already managed to get himself into a fine mess. Meena found him apprehended by Arjun’s men, his hands tied behind his back, his hairy friends shouting at Arjun, brandishing their swords. Meena pieced this picture together from the glimpses she caught while weaving through the bustle of the port. The crowd barely registered the slight, veiled figure slip between the gaps.

      ‘What on earth is going on here? You think you can create a riot in my father’s port? Explain yourself.’

      She scowled at Arjun, secretly enjoying how quickly his glee turned to recognition, then panic and finally horror-tinged fury at being humiliated in public by a woman, even royalty. Arjun worked his way through the full spectrum of human emotion while Meena watched his mouth flap open and close for a couple of seconds before he managed to form words. The fear she could cast over him was just worth the potential danger that came with exposing herself so publicly. Just.

      ‘Your Highness,’ he said, trying to hide his surprise, while bowing just a little too deeply. ‘I am honoured by your… unexpected visit. Please forgive me. I would never dream of dishonouring you or your father.’

      ‘And yet, you do.’ She folded her arms to stress her displeasure. She hoped that an imperious display would eliminate further implied questions about what she was doing there without a chaperone. She cast her eyes over the white foreigners, who were utterly confused by what was unfolding. She then caught the eye of the Englishman, who smirked back at her. She stared warily at him in response.

      ‘Please Your Highness, that was not my intention. It was these Englishmen that started the trouble.’ Arjun pointed his finger at the bemused stranger. ‘This one said he wanted to meet your father. My men were just taking him for questioning but then this rabble of hooligans tried to obstruct justice.’

      Meena frowned and paused, considering Arjun’s words. She looked at the man again. He certainly did not look like an envoy to Meena’s mind – not with that eclectic crew. And even if he were, to try and meet her father during such a time of heightened tensions would be a death wish. And if he didn’t think so, then who was he, and what could he do to them?

      She was in the middle of pondering what he could possibly want when an amused voice broke through her meditations.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      The blond Englishman, his arms still pinned behind his back. He had a lopsided, self-deprecating smile as he spoke. Sheepish at the awkward position he found himself in yet amused by the absurdity of it.

      ‘Yes?’ Meena asked. She was surprised to discover he knew Bengali, the common tongue of Calcutta. Most of the Englishmen who came to their shores never bothered, relying instead on local agents.

      ‘Excuse me, I am—’

      ‘Let me be clear, sir, since you are new here,’ Meena said, deepening her voice and standing a little straighter. ‘I am the daughter of the Nawab of Bengal, so you will address me accordingly. Is that clear?’

      His face wrinkled with surprise and wry bemusement before he re-arranged it into a picture of placid innocence.

      ‘Of course. Please accept my sincerest apologies, Your Highness.’ He bowed his head lower to the ground, so much so that Arjun’s men were struggling to keep hold of him. ‘I would show my respect properly and bow, were it not for my… circumstances.’

      He paused and bashfully grinned on that final word. Meena fixed her stare upon him. His playful tone was teasing, tempting, yet ultimately incapable of distracting her from the seriousness of her supposed enemy standing in front of her.

      ‘So? Who on earth are you?’

      ‘Your Highness, I am James Chilcott. You asked about my business here, well here it is: I have arrived to speak with your father.’

      Meena looked at the man, desperate to keep her face expressionless so as to give nothing away. Chilcott. It could not be possible. A Chilcott, here in Calcutta – could he not be related to the most feared and most fearsome man of the East India Company? She strove to not show any emotion but in truth she could not move a muscle even if she tried. Fear had taken hold of her body.

      She felt his gaze upon her, searching for any sign of a positive response. A polite cough from Arjun was enough to shake her out of her trance. Even if the fear had not subsided, she knew her appearance could not betray such terror. Especially to Arjun. She had learned from her brother that it was a mistake to show any weakness in front of such contemptible men. She knew it was expected of her and she refused to give them such satisfaction. She folded her arms.

      ‘And this – so you think you will be granted an audience?’ Meena said, fumbling over her words. ‘That any Englishman can just sail over here, and we will simply dance to your tune?’

      James laughed, clearly emboldened by her disorientation. ‘As delightful as I’m sure that would be…’

      Meena frowned. Though he might have thought his behaviour charming, she could not allow such impertinence. She nodded at the men apprehending James and they twisted his arms further back, eliciting a short, sharp yelp.

      ‘Forgive me, forgive me! Your Highness, I’m here on business. It is about my uncle. Please.’ 

      His voice grew more desperate with the pain as Meena considered his words. His uncle. She clenched her fists momentarily, attempting to quell the slight tremble in her fingers. She knew his name could not be just a coincidence. She approached him slowly, until his head was not far from her navel. The proximity, his mouth mere moments away from her body, was at the forefront of her mind, but she chose not to step back or make any attempt at distancing herself. In truth, that was the last thing she wanted to do. Meena was suspicious of him, she had to be, but she was also intrigued. No one operating on behalf of Sir Peter Chilcott would dare meet her father without good reason. Meena cupped his face in her hand, so she felt the stubble on his chin, rougher to touch than it first appeared. She liked it. He turned his head up towards her eyes, wide and questioning. He might be related to that vicious vulture, but he did not seem like it. His eyes were kind, and his manner gentle, if a little overly confident. Surely he could not be the same creature. Surely there must be more to his story.

      She straightened up before rounding on Arjun. ‘Enough of this foolishness. My father does not pay you to spend your day harassing merchants. Let this madman be on his way and get back to your job, Arjun.’

      ‘But Your Highness, he wants to see your father…’

      ‘As touched as my father will be by your interest in his wellbeing,’ Meena sneered, ‘his affairs are none of your concern. Now get back to work.’

      Arjun pouted but, after muttering a few curses under his breath, clicked his fingers at his men. James dropped to the ground where he stared at Meena and rubbed his wrists from where Arjun’s men had been holding him. James’s puzzled gaze and Arjun’s intense glare suddenly made Meena all too aware of the fact that she needed to leave lest anyone else saw her.

      ‘Now, I will be on my way,’ Meena said. ‘My chaperone is grabbing some dates from the market for me, but she will be back very shortly. And Arjun, might I suggest you keep this little exchange to yourself. My father would not be best pleased hearing how you while away your days with such nonsense.’

      Arjun’s eyes narrowed. ‘No, Your Highness. I am sure he would not.’
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      Meena scuttled off and crossed the bridge. She made her way through the winding narrow streets through to the heady fog of spices in what the English called the Black Town. To them, the Bengalis, Persians, Hindus and Armenians that populated Calcutta, long before they ever set foot in the city, all blurred into one for the sake of their convenience. In this part of the city, away from the port and the bridge and the English, the buildings gleamed less bright, and the roads had fallen a little further into disrepair. This was a consequence of years of British dominance before her father took back Calcutta and drove the Company back. How long that would last was the question on everyone’s mind, even if it dared not reach their lips.

      Here, away from the port and its European traders she stood out less, but Meena was still aware of how conspicuous she was unaccompanied. She wondered whether she would go less noticed if she stuck to the quieter cypress-lined side streets or immersed herself in the crowds bustling in the market. Meena opted for the deserted narrow roads lined with whitewashed houses currently empty of their usual occupants. At this time of day, the men would be working and most of the women would be taking their children to the market or down to the river for laundry. She liked how quiet it was, only the rustling of the leaves in the breeze to accompany her footsteps. She began to hear a little rhythm to her quick footsteps, a drumbeat against the melody of the trees in the wind. So when she noticed a new instrument added to this song, Meena knew she was being followed. The shadow to her right, truncated by the high afternoon sun, was her second clue.

      Her heart was racing. Was it Arjun? Or one of the palace guards, having discovered her disappearance? And those would be one of the good options, Meena thought. It could also be a stranger. Such dangers had been pressed upon her with great severity ever since she’d first bled. Abhishek received no such lectures; these dangers were the concern of women alone. Their dangers to avoid, and their shame if they were found negligent in preventing such dishonour. In the years following, or indeed any of her seventeen years, she had become no wiser as to what exactly this danger constituted but she knew it when she felt it. Different strategies ran through her head as she balled up her fists. She briefly considered whether she could outrun whoever was following her. Or whether her nails were long enough to draw blood. Her thoughts were interrupted, however, by the heavy hand suddenly placed on her shoulder.

      ‘Your Highness.’

      Meena turned around and screamed before covering her mouth and trying to breathe when she realised it was the Englishman from the port. He took a step back, clearly alarmed by her shrieks and wary of scaring her any further. He held up his hands to signal he was not a threat.

      ‘Sorry! I am truly sorry, Your Highness. I did not mean to startle you.’

      ‘What are you doing?’ she hissed. ‘Are you trying to get killed? Do you know what my father’s guards would do to an Englishman that decided to follow his daughter?’

      ‘No, no I’m not. I just… You ran away so quickly, and I wanted the chance to thank you. For your help earlier.’

      ‘So you decided to follow a young unescorted lady through the city?’ she asked, unimpressed and trying to not let him see she was still panting.

      James scratched the back of his head. ‘Admittedly, I didn’t think about that. That was my error. I apologise. But I am grateful. For your help.’

      ‘Be that as it may, that does not justify you stalking me like prey.’

      James dipped his head slightly. ‘I am sorry, Your Highness, that sincerely was not my intention.’

      Meena folded her arms. ‘Fine. You are forgiven. And you’re welcome. For saving you from Arjun earlier. Now if you don’t mind…’

      ‘Actually, Your Highness, I wondered if we might speak further. I really do need to see your father on business.’

      Meena hesitated. She was not sure why, having barely escaped punishment, he would insist on pursuing such an absurd notion. Though she also could not help feeling rather unimpressed. ‘I just spared your life and now you are asking for another favour?’ James shrugged, the corners of his mouth upturned, his confidence undented. Meena hated that she found herself smiling back; she hoped he couldn’t see it beneath her thin veil. But the way he looked at her when he smiled, she found it hard to not follow suit.

      ‘Well, Your Highness, you did save me. Surely you must have had a reason?’

      Meena frowned at him. His gall was unimaginable, but she had to admit she was intrigued. She scarcely knew the reason herself. Oh yes, if interrogated – though she prayed that time would never come – she would insist that she helped him because any Englishman so brazenly keen to face her father could not be your average solider or assassin looking for his mark. No, few men these days actively sought out to be in her father’s presence, let alone Englishmen, during this time on the precipice of battle. That required a level of confidence and conviction she was not familiar with. She was almost impressed, if a little fearful. That was enough to go on. For now.

      ‘Keep a couple of paces behind and don’t say anything until I say so.’

      She led him to an iron-wrought gate with a heavy black lock speckled with rust. She looked around and quickly cast her eyes over James – hastily, in case her examination was misconstrued as interest – before finally settling on his hobnailed boots.

      ‘Kick it. The lock is old, it should give way easily.’

      James looked amused by this order. Meena was still unsure of what she was doing but she would be lying to herself if his attention and great efforts to follow her had not flattered her in some way. Though she would go to her death denying it, if ever pressed on the matter.

      ‘There’s a meadow on the other side,’ she explained. ‘It’s secluded and should be empty around this time of day.’

      James regarded her and stepped closer until they were barely a breath apart. She felt heat rise and prick her skin, and her breath caught in her throat. He placed his hand on her waist. Her protests melted on her tongue, as he gently moved her out of the way of the gate. Leaning on the wall adjoining the gate, he drew back his leg and kicked the padlock so that it gave way and broke. James dramatically bowed and gestured for her to follow. 

      For possibly the first time in her life, Meena was grateful for her mahogany complexion. Normally her dark skin earned her scorn, from Abhishek, her father, even from servants whenever she overheard their whispered words. But now she appreciated the cover it offered to her cheeks, currently set ablaze by this strange man.

      She straightened up and tried to compose herself. ‘I could have you killed for that,’ she said while attempting to casually saunter through the gate. ‘Daring to touch the daughter of the Nawab of Bengal? You’re as brave as you are foolish.’

      ‘Well, it’s a good thing I am not a subject of the Nawab, the Emperor or any Mughal, in fact.’

      He came up from behind her and stood in front so she could not take another step forward. She looked up to meet his gaze.

      ‘And it’s a good thing my father is still the ruler of this land. Regardless of what the East India Company might think.’

      James smiled. ‘That’s very true.’

      She shot James a sharp look. ‘We have just met, you need a favour, and you insult me?’

      ‘I mean you no insult, princess. That is the last thing I would want to do.’

      She stared at him, desperate to not let him know how much his words perplexed her.

      ‘So, Your Highness, are you going to tell me why you decided to save me?’

      She shrugged, looking away, assembling a nonchalant expression on her face.

      ‘I told Arjun to get back to work, I didn’t save you. This had nothing to do with you.’ James looked incredulous which made Meena blush at how bad a liar she was. ‘I don’t know whether girls back in England are more inclined to pay you mind, but rest assured Mr Chilcott, that is not what is happening here. I just did not like an official of my father abusing his power like that.’

      James playfully held his hands up to show he was not going to question her blatant lie. ‘Of course, Your Highness, of course.’

      Meena narrowed her eyes. ‘Now you tell me this, what exactly did you think you were playing at back at the docks?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean you were nearly thrown in jail, if not worse. All within five minutes of stepping foot on dry land. Is that a common occurrence for you?’

      ‘No,’ he said, a shade of embarrassment across his face. ‘I dare say because I don’t normally run into such troublesome little men.’

      ‘So, you normally arrive, looking like a deckhand, demand an audience with the local ruler and they bend over backwards to accommodate you?’ Meena said, barely able to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

      James’s mouth flapped open and closed before he half-chuckled and sighed. ‘Not quite. I’ve never had to deal with a man like that before, but I am normally operating under the banner of the East India Company.’

      Meena frowned. ‘And you’re not now?’

      James paused before smiling sphinx-like at her. ‘In a matter of speaking.’

      Now was her turn for incredulity. She sighed, exasperated. ‘Okay, now we can finally get to the crux of the matter. What are you doing here and what do you want with my father?’

      ‘I can’t tell you that.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘You can and you will.’

      ‘Are Indian women always this pushy?’

      ‘No, powerful women are.’

      James laughed. Meena found herself smiling back, almost taken aback by her own brazenness. She knew she ought to be more circumspect with how she presented herself to this English stranger. She knew if anyone were watching she would be in trouble. But she also knew that she enjoyed how he looked at her – like he was intrigued, captivated even, by her spikiness. Her ‘pushiness’. And she did not want to do anything that would stop him looking at her the way he was.

      ‘So, are you going to speak? Or do you want to just sit here and stare at one another?’

      James smiled, watching her intently. ‘What do you want to do?’

      Meena pursued her lips. ‘You can’t imagine the things I could have my father’s guards do to you. So speak.’

      James paused for a moment. His eyes combed over Meena more carefully, this time seemingly evaluating her, before he let out a great sigh.

      ‘Okay, fine,’ James said heavily as he sat down on the grass. It looked inviting were it not for the grass stains that she knew would cover her clothes. ‘I am here because of my uncle.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘You said that earlier. I was unsure whether you were telling the truth. You are here to do something for your uncle?’

      ‘Yes. Well, not exactly. He sent me here to get something. From your father.’

      ‘It isn’t Calcutta by any chance, is it?’ she asked drily. ‘I know the English are planning on attacking any day now. I did however think they would send more than one man.’

      James laughed for a moment, before recognising the bleakness of Meena’s words. ‘Yes, it is likely that they would. Will. My uncle is Sir Peter Chilcott. He will march thousands of East India soldiers towards Calcutta. I, however, am not here to fight.’

      Meena pursed her lips. He was related to Sir Peter Chilcott. His nephew, in fact. The kin of the man who had caused more havoc in her kingdom and India’s shores than anyone else. The only man whose name her father could not hide his fear of when mentioned, not that many dared to mention him in his presence unless it was strictly necessary. Sir Peter Chilcott’s reputation was built on rapacity and devastation. None of the East India Company were well regarded in India these days; what had begun as mutually beneficial trade had turned menacing a long time ago. So many competitors – the French, Dutch, Portuguese – of course they had to protect their interests. It was only logical that they needed a small armed force to protect their investments from other European companies – so they said. This was of course exploited to its inevitable end, with armies and conquest, not in the name of any king but of petty shareholders. Yet Sir Peter’s name rose above all as ruthlessness personified, if the whispers were to be believed. A creature totally without mercy or any measure of temperance. A man who would break every loom and impoverish every woman in the city if it meant he could control the cotton supply, let every child starve if it meant greater tax revenue as a result. Greed, violence, obliteration. Those were the words most associated with him. And now she was standing in front of his nephew. She could not imagine that such words could fall from a Chilcott’s mouth, yet she would surely be a fool if she took him at his word so easily.

      Meena frowned as she weighed up the likelihood of his honesty. She remembered back at the port. ‘You mentioned business. Earlier, back at the docks.’

      ‘Yes. I came here to make a trade. For information that I have. About what my uncle is planning. And I am here to trade it.’

      Meena frowned. ‘You want to sell information about your uncle’s plans to take back Calcutta?’

      ‘Yes,’ said James, his face betraying no emotion or scheme.

      ‘But you were also sent here by your uncle to take something from my father?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So, which is it? Are you here for your uncle or not?’

      James shrugged.

      Puzzled, Meena sighed and sat down next to James, relegating earlier concerns about grass stains to the back of her mind. She hoped she would be able to slip into her room later without anyone seeing her. James laughed at her apparent exasperation which earned him a scowl from her.

      ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘enough of this. What do you mean?’

      ‘It means that my uncle has sent me here on business. But my conscience will not allow for it, so I have my own plans.’

      Meena watched him intently. ‘Very well. Now explain what information you have and what are you hoping we will give in return?’

      James smiled patronisingly at her. ‘Princess, with all due respect, if I thought you were capable of delivering what I needed then I would tell you all I know. But I need to speak with your father.’ 

      He rose to his knees; the seriousness of this request apparently could not be appropriately conveyed while seated. Meena, though confused, mirrored him and shifted until she met his eyeline.

      ‘I can’t,’ she said softly, looking down at the grass. What this handsome stranger was asking was utterly ridiculous. She had heard enough whispered conversations between the servants and thunderous roars from her father; they might have the advantage in terms of sheer bodies, but the English had significant resources and Sir Peter Chilcott was an unpredictable threat. She had heard some question his sanity, not that she would mention that to James.

      But if he was truly here not for his uncle, if he were in fact not her enemy, what could that mean for the city, for Bengal? He was mad, there was no doubt about that – only a madman could suggest she risk so much – and yet, Meena reasoned, what would she be risking if she chose not to take him at his word? Would she be any better than her father, bloated with rage and paranoia? She looked into his eyes, soft, trustworthy but most of all trusting. He was the foreigner here, the unwelcome presence in a strange land. If he was willing to risk coming unprotected to where so many of his countrymen had been imprisoned and died at her father’s and grandfather’s hands then surely his motives, if not his heart, must be pure. Surely no one so trusting could be untrustworthy.

      And after all, Meena considered, any genuine information about their plans could tip the balance – but Meena doubted any of that would matter once her father knew she had snuck out of the palace. And she knew what sort of punishment that would earn her.

      ‘I know what I am asking is enormous. I know it makes no sense for you to trust me, to help me. But all the same, I need you.’ He took her hands in his and turned them upwards so that her dirt-streaked palms faced the sun. His hand felt soft, clearly not rough from life at sea, but she liked that. They felt refined. No, they felt gentle. He might have not lived a life of work, but he knew what it was to be kind, to show care. The sensation was utterly alien, but delicious and heady. She remembered his hand on the crook of her waist. She buried her head down lower so he could not see her expression.

      ‘Do you really think it would be a good idea to bring you for an audience with my father?’ she said, still looking down at his hands. ‘An audience where you will presumably tell him that he will lose Bengal if he does not give you whatever you want. How do you think that would end for you?’

      She looked up and saw that confident smirk on James’s face once more.

      ‘Not well, I imagine. But perhaps he might appreciate the risk in mistreating the nephew of his greatest threat right now.’

      Meena looked at his face, and wanted to believe in the easy self-assuredness of his manner, that whatever scheme he was threatening to concoct would work out fine for everyone involved and that he wasn’t going to lead her off a cliff. But she knew better. After all, his confidence in his abilities had seen him barely escaping death (thanks to her). And she had no intention of letting him wreck her life. Precautions would need to be taken.

      ‘Mr Chilcott, if you think I am going to help you when you do not even consider me worthy enough to know what you’re after, then you’re even madder than your earlier behaviour suggests.’

      He paused, watching her, apparently assessing whether she could be trusted. ‘I need gold.’

      Meena could have laughed for how utterly banal this was. How predictable. 

      ‘Your uncle is one of the most powerful men in the East India Company and you’re selling his secrets for gold? I’m disappointed, Mr Chilcott. I had presumed you were after something relatively interesting. But you’re just a turncoat.’

      ‘I’m no turncoat, Your Highness,’ he said, barely masking the irritation in his voice.

      ‘You’re willing to betray your family.’

      ‘So perhaps the better question is what would make me do such a thing? And why would I be willing to help your father against my uncle?’

      Meena frowned. ‘So then. Why are you doing this?’

      ‘I need to start over, and I need money to do that.’

      ‘But your uncle is a powerful man. Why do you need to make a new life for yourself?’

      James half-smiled and shrugged, pulling at the grass by his feet and twirling a dandelion around his finger. ‘Because I don’t agree with what my uncle is doing. What the Company is doing. I can’t spend my life making shareholders on Leadenhall Street fatter on the exploitation of others. I have no intention of joining my uncle in this venture of his.’ James shot Meena a serious look. ‘You and I both know that this will not be the last move my uncle makes. That Bengal is just the first step. And I believe a man has to make his own way in the world, not wait for his destiny to be handed to him.’

      This left Meena speechless. Her heart beat faster when he spoke of his dissatisfaction with the Company. She had never imagined such words in the mouth of an Englishman, let alone the nephew of Sir Peter Chilcott whose savagery in Madras years earlier ensured his reputation preceded him before he made a beeline for Calcutta. The area used to be known as Puliyur, because of its abundance of leopards and tigers, yet within a few short years every single animal had been hunted, the jungle stripped, indigenous people turfed out, all so the Company could grow more profitable crops. Whether or not the land had been home to people for centuries, home to beautiful animals, did not matter when there was profit to be made. It was one of many stories Meena had heard about Peter Chilcott and now his nephew was before her, espousing such contrary ideas. It unnerved her. James unnerved her.

      She folded her arms. ‘Do not think you can charm me with what you think I want to hear. Please be advised that I might be young, but I am not that foolish, Mr Chilcott.’

      ‘I never thought that you were, Your Highness. My only intention was to speak my heart’s truth, not charm you. Though I suppose if it has the same outcome, it doesn’t really matter. And you can call me James, please.’

      ‘Very well. It is still Your Highness,’ she said drily.

      James laughed. ‘Very well. I will earn your name. But even if you do not trust me with your name, please do trust my words. You may have heard of my uncle, but I dare say you do not know the extent of his ruthlessness, his brutality. One must have regard for one’s enemy in order to meet fairly in battle. My uncle has none for your countrymen. He sees ants scurrying, and he believes it to be his duty to set the colony on fire.’

      Meena swallowed hard. His words were not a surprise, yet they chilled her bones despite the humidity brought on by the rapidly setting sun. ‘But your perspective is different?’

      James gazed into her eyes, full of irrepressible earnestness. ‘Quite different, Your Highness. And I will endeavour to prove this to you. Even if I have to face a dragon to do so.’

      ‘So you have heard about my father, then,’ Meena said drily. The two of them looked at each other and James let slip a small, rueful laugh. Meena felt her lips twitch and form a shadow of a smile before contemplating how her father could in fact react when he heard about this. And yet she knew what she would do, despite her better judgement.
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      By the time Meena made it back to the walls of her temporary home, the earlier blistering heat had given way to the cool night air whistling through the trees and the sky’s streaks of soft pinks had transformed into a star-mottled inky blue. Since her father had taken the Company’s headquarters from them and driven them out of Calcutta, he was reluctant to leave the city, suspicious of when they might strike back. This meant Meena and her brother and father all had to stay at their much older, much neglected summer palace in the city. Built by the previous line of Nawabs, it was a lot simpler than their grand home in Murshidabad but tonight Meena found herself succumbing to its charms. It overlooked a great, reflective pool that shimmered with a distortion of the night’s sky. A soft amber glow illuminated the palace from within. The white marble walls gleamed bright during the day, but at night their shadows loomed. Normally, this might feel threatening, but this night Meena was oblivious. This time she felt enveloped by the darkness, drawn in closer by the sinuous Arabic calligraphy creeping up the tall white walls to those that got close.

      Their creeping darkness offered the necessary cover for Meena to consider the sheer foolishness of her actions, her decisions. The time spent with James, and his words, felt like a dream, utterly surreal, yet the weight of his request was real enough. She felt it in her arms as they swayed, and in her feet as she crept up to the palace, daring not to make a sound.

      Meena went round to the back entrance, slipping past the armed guards in the shadows of the tamarind trees, and tiptoed through the kitchen door left slightly ajar by the new maid. She rushed through a network of doors leading to an atrium at the centre of the building. She knew she ought to head straight up the staircase to her room before anyone saw, and indeed had a foot on the first stair, but instead found herself staring at the lotus-filled pond in the middle of the room. The flowers danced on the surface of the dark waters. In one of them, she noticed a little bright green frog nestled in among its velvety-soft petals. She wondered how on earth it had managed to get inside and crouched down for a closer look. She got up and walked over then found herself reaching out, stroking the tiny creature with her forefinger. It was drier than she had expected. She became hypnotised by the slow, rhythmic movements as it breathed in and out. She continued to stroke its back until, perhaps because her touch was too strong, the frog violently lurched forward and stole away, jumping to the safety of another lotus flower on the far side of the pond, beyond Meena’s reach. She tutted, annoyed that her newfound pet had left, before raising her gaze above the frog where her eyes fell upon familiar bronze and crimson shoes. Her stomach leapt as violently as the frog as she scrambled to her feet.

      ‘Abhishek,’ she gasped, patting down her clothes in a vain attempt at making the grass stains and dirt from the day’s adventures disappear.

      ‘Meena.’ Not the beginning of a phrase or a question. Just a statement designed to make Meena anxious with its brevity. He’d hope that she would babble her unspooled thoughts to fill the silence. But she knew better. Even if she did want to say something just to avoid focusing on his slow-unfolding, wolfish grin, his eyes trained on his prey.

      ‘Cavorting with pondlife? I suppose you do have much in common,’ he sneered.

      She considered turning on her heels and heading straight to her room, but she knew that such a provocation would not be smart. Running away would give him an opportunity to chase her. He would like that. She rooted herself to the floor and tilted her head, jutting out her chin.

      ‘What do you want, Abhishek?’

      ‘I just wanted to check on my behn, of course.’ He began to slowly walk around the pond. ‘It is my duty, after all, to protect you.’ He had made his way to her, filling her whole field of vision. 

      An array of options filled her mind. Run upstairs: escaping further threat or risking physical reprimand once he caught her. Stand her ground and cut him down with a sharp retort: earning his grudging respect perhaps? Or, more realistically, just his wrath. Her eyes drifted to the brilliant bronze vase just behind him, shimmering in the torchlight as she considered bashing his skull with it, red droplets swirling in the water. Or she could try non-aggression. Yes, she thought, playing the suppliant would be best for now. He was much too unpredictable for anything else.

      ‘Yes, bhai.’ 

      She held his gaze without blinking, hoping he would notice how meek her response was and grow bored of antagonising her. He stared at her, before letting out a sigh. She dared wonder whether he was done before he answered that for her. Abhishek folded his arms, ensured no one was watching, and then, in one fluid motion, grabbed a fistful of her hair, eliciting a doglike yelp from Meena.

      ‘Do you think I don’t know about your little adventure today? Look at yourself, dressed like a beggar woman,’ he seethed, twisting her head back, contorting Meena’s body till it was spider-like in its grotesqueness. 

      ‘Let me go!’ Meena screamed, flailing her limbs as forcefully as she could despite the sharp pains shooting through her body. At the back of her mind, amidst the pain, was a thought even more hideous: if Abhishek already knows that she left the palace, did her father? Did he know that she had snuck out before? And did he know about James?

      ‘Oh no, Behn,’ he said, ‘you like playing with pond scum, so why don’t you play with some more.’

      Meena felt a rush of water bubbles up her nose as Abhishek threw her to the ground and shoved her head until she was submerged beneath the water. She remained there among the dancing underwater weeds for longer than she was able to comprehend. She could feel her chest grow tight as the air in her lungs began to run out. She thrashed her limbs about in a whirlpool of her own making. She realised that the urgency of her movements made her chest feel even tighter and so gave in to stillness, a gross echo of death as she attempted to stave off the real thing. She held her breath and tried to stomach the swallows of slimy pond water she had accidentally ingested when first submerged. Her limbs fell heavily by her sides, even as she launched her right hand above her head in submission.

      Meena was wrenched out, her tailbone colliding with the hard marble floor as she landed in a heap. Sharp, searing pain shot up her spine. But she hardly noticed the pain over her hideous gasps for air and spluttering coughs. Her heart drummed in her ears, rattling through her bones. 

      ‘What is going on here?’ A familiar voice pierced through the drums. ‘This hardly seems to be behaviour suited to such high-born children.’ Amir, her father’s advisor, looked alarmed by the two royal members currently soaked and scrabbling on the floor.

      ‘What the hell do you want, Amir?’ Abhishek barked. ‘Do you really dare interrupt and address us in this way?’

      ‘I meant no disrespect, Your Highness,’ Amir said smoothly. ‘Nor did I mean to interrupt your… fun. Unfortunately, the sound does carry quite well and your father… He requests your presence. At once. The both of you.’

      The siblings glanced at each other, briefly, bearing a twinned expression of fear, before jumping to their feet. Neither wanted to be caught dawdling.
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      The Nawab sparkled as the diamonds and silver thread of his clothes caught the lamplight while he thundered across the room. This was the room where his throne sat, where he received Amir and his other advisors to discuss how to defeat Sir Peter Chilcott and his army. Meena’s great-grandfather had been a great military leader, but it was evident to all that her father had no mind for strategy. Just a temper and short-sighted greed which saw him make enemies wherever he went. His throne room was of course decked out in the finest embroidered silks and intricately woven carpets but after several months staying in Calcutta away from home comforts in Murshidabad, his displeasure could be roused with the smallest infraction. Meena had tried to avoid him as much as possible since arriving in the city.

      He sat silent on his golden throne, carried by at least fifteen men the whole long and tiring distance to Calcutta. During war, even in times of defeat – especially in times of defeat – her father would never let anyone forget who he was. His jewel-encrusted throne was only inferior to the Emperor’s, throughout all of India. Abhishek would dare Meena to sit in it when they were children. She would be careful, certain not to leave behind any impression of her presence while he kept watch. It was only later when her handmaid would apply salve to her bruised back that she would realise that her brother might not have kept her confidence. 

      Meena looked nervously between her father’s implacable countenance and her brother’s anxious face as she recalled this memory, breathing in the heady incense wafting through the room. They stood before their father in silence for a couple of minutes, gently swaying under the weight of their anxiety. The Nawab finally cleared his throat.

      ‘You think you can act like a pair of mongrels, huh? Fooling around loud enough to be heard all the way back in Murshidabad? You mean to shame me?’ he boomed. Meena and Abhishek, though unsurprised, were both nonetheless caught off guard by the sheer intensity of his rage. Silence fell once more. Perhaps his latest generals’ conference had not gone well. Meena’s gaze was pinned to the rug. During the various beatings she had endured over the years, she was accustomed to focusing on the sensuous swirl of colours on the floor. It had a numbing, almost anaesthetic effect. 

      ‘Do neither of you have anything to say? And you girl, you don
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