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The Rakshasa’s Bride

A retelling of Beauty and the Beast
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1.

In the village square, with the afternoon sun blazing whitely against dust and stone, Amma Madhu was singing again in a high keening wail.

“Oh Lord! Let none suffer the pains of love!”

Preeti hoisted the clay water-pot onto her head. Over in the inky pool of shade at the foot of the fort’s wall, women squatted in a circle around Amma Madhu, who rose to her feet and moved to no beat save the wail of her own voice. Her arms reached out and Preeti winced away, obscurely certain that the village midwife was pointing at her.

Brown arms twined with the sky.

“Love is a man of war, and kills everyone he touches!”

Preeti pulled the red pallu of her sari closer around her head, trying to shroud herself from view. Why did she think that coming to the well in mid-afternoon would save her from the distrustful eyes of these people, or from their whispers of the gods’ curses and the evil eye? She should change her habits, come in the dawn with the crowd. Now, alone in the glaring white dust of the square, every window was an eye that pinned her down.

She adjusted the water-pot on her head and hurried across the square.

“Who can stand before him?” Amma Madhu keened. “No one can resist Love!”

Preeti ducked into a narrow alley between two houses that led to her father’s hut. The sun vanished behind a cornice. It was as though she was struck suddenly blind, but she did not stop, mid-step, with a rattled gasp, because of that. 

Someone had caught hold of her pallu.

The cloth pulled tight under the pot on her head and Preeti fought to keep it balanced, not daring to move. Her father was too poor now to afford another pot.

In the square, Amma Madhu cried, “You may flee, but Love is a hunter, and nothing escapes his nets!”

Even facing away from him, blind in the shadows, Preeti knew it must be the young man who each afternoon watched her across the blazing square. It was the deep richness of his voice that was new to her. “Alone, hiding your face from view, you come out to the well when the sun is brightest.” He circled into the range of her vision, still holding her prisoner with one bright filmy fold of cotton. “Why? What do you fear, lovely one?”

With a little gasp, Preeti dropped her gaze to the ground. She wanted to look at him, if she dared, once more to see him, fair-skinned, black-haired, clad in silk and linen with jewels smouldering on the silver hilt of his sword, but his very splendour struck fear into her. Why was he speaking to her, this young god? Why was he lying in wait for her?

The midwife’s song threaded through her frantic thoughts. “Oh Love! You have caught me, take pity!”

Preeti kept her eyes on the ground, the column of her neck rigid beneath the water-pot. “My father is disgraced in business, lord. They say we have the evil eye.”

His laugh was as slow and deep as his voice. “Impossible.” His hand came under her chin and Preeti’s eyes flicked up beseechingly. He smiled. “See?”

His lifted his other hand and passed it over her head, then clenched a fist and laid it against his temple.

“No,” she murmured, and then bit her lip. It was only a gesture. Back in the happy days, her mother had done the same thing at her sister’s wedding. But then her mother had died. And while her father’s caravans were lost to storm and robbery, Radha’s husband enjoyed unstinted success.

Not even Radha wanted anything to do with them now. Again, Preeti felt a dull ache of resentment. Mother had taken all Radha’s bad luck. It was meant for her. Radha should have had it, not Preeti and their ageing father, not this young lord who glittered in the dark like a god and did not know what malice he had called down upon his head.

It was only a gesture.

He must have seen the worry in her eyes. His white teeth glinted. “You fear for me?”

“Yes, lord.”

“Then I will give you a token so that you may not fear. My name.”

“Bhagavan,” she protested, dropping her eyes again and using the title she should give a lord who might be a god. Or if he wasn’t a god? What honourable interest could a warrior like him take in her, a ruined merchant’s daughter?

Over her protest he pulled her closer by the pallu. His breath tickled the strands of hair by her ear. Preeti scented oils and spices. If she’d only left the grain unmilled this morning, she might have gone down to the river, and washed away the dust and sweat; no matter if she no longer had unguents or spices to rub into her hair and body as she had in the happy years.

But if the smell bothered him, there was no sign of it in his voice.

“Remember that I, Sanjit, have broken your curse.”

The pressure of the fabric against her head faded. The pallu drifted against her cheek. Preeti lifted her eyes and saw that she was alone in that narrow passage.

She turned and looked out into the brazen glare of the afternoon sun. She saw dozing dogs and ruminant cows. She saw the ring of men chewing betel over a game of Nava Kankari. She saw the circle of women around Amma Madhu. The midwife had fallen silent at last and stood with her arms at her sides, staring like a dog at point.

Preeti followed her gaze and saw the sun glint from the jewels on the scabbard of a tall splendid figure as he disappeared into the street that ran along the fort wall.

She resettled the water jar on her head and went on through the stifling dark toward her father’s hut. Who was the lord Sanjit? Why did he shadow her steps? How could he say he had broken her curse?

It was a snare. She should keep her feet free of it; she had had enough of dishonour and heartbreak.

But when she came home, she found her father bundling his few possessions with trembling hands into a rolled mat. For while she lingered in the shadows with the Bhagavan, a message had come from Pradip Gupta the camel-driver, the master of one of his lost caravans.

“We’ll be rich again,” her father breathed into her hair as he hugged her good-bye.

For a moment Preeti allowed herself to imagine a future without bad luck, without whispers or pointed fingers or the cold silent fear of everyone hurrying by them with gazes averted, making the sign of the evil eye.

Maybe he was a god.

She pulled back, forcing her mind to the moment, terrified to imagine such things. “Babuji, please. Just come back safely.”

He smiled down at her through the beard that had gone white when her mother died at the time of the rains. “Tell me what I shall bring for you when I come home, Preeti.”

She opened her mouth to ask for a bottle of sandalwood oil. Then closed it. Such presumption might very well earn her more grief. If their fortunes were restored, perhaps one day the gods would not laugh at her for spending money on luxuries. Until then, let her think of some gift better suited to her lot.

“All I want is a lotus flower.” She reached down and touched his feet. “Pick me a red lotus flower on your way home, Babuji.” 
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He did not return until the roads had already crumbled under the rains. 

Preeti saw him coming from the roof of the hut, which she was attempting for the seventh futile time to patch, without skill or assistance. Since the Bhagavan Sanjit had stopped her in the alley on the day word came from Pradip Gupta, only Amma Madhu had gone out of her way to speak to her.

“Beware,” the midwife had said at the well one morning. “You are marked down. Flee now.”

Preeti had looked back into her eyes, wanting to flee indeed, but forced herself to ask:

“You saw him, the lord Sanjit?”

“I see more things than you imagine, damsel.”

“Who is he?” Preeti pulled her dripping jar to the well’s lip and held it before her like a shield. “Does he come from the fort?”

Amma Madhu lifted her eyes to the blind wall. “No one comes from the fort. It is empty.”

“Why?”

“That song was forgotten long ago.” She lowered her own jar to the water below, and the brass bangles on her arms crashed discordantly. 

“There’s a rajah, isn’t there?”

Amma Madhu’s eyes were veiled now. “Maybe.” She lifted the pot to her head and was gone.

After that not even the midwife spoke to her. Therefore Preeti sat alone on the roof with a bundle of straw and tried to mend its leaks, until she heard hoofbeats, and looked up to see her father sitting a horse worth a prince’s ransom, finer than anything she had seen in the city of her birth.

She slid from the roof and waited at the door with a tray of flowers and incense to welcome him.

He wouldn’t meet her eyes as he pushed back his cloak—it was as splendid as the horse—and kissed her cheek over the tray of incense. Then, from under his cloak, he took out one perfect fire-red lotus flower.

“For you, Preeti,” he said, and passed her into the house with a sigh as of great weariness.

She looked at his bowed shoulders under the fine cloak, and waited while the hope that had flooded into her at the sight of that horse drained away, drop by agonising drop.

“Babu?”

He pulled the cloak from his shoulders with quick, jerky motions. “Give me food first.”

She made him sit and served him dahl. As she handed him the bowl, he glanced up from under his eyebrows. He really is very worried, she thought, in the moment before his voice cracked like a whip.

“Won’t you have some?”

“There’s not much left, Babuji.”

“Let tomorrow see to itself. Eat, Preeti.”

“There’s—there’s none left, Babuji. I saved this for you. In case you came home. Because I thought you might be hungry when you did.”

“Folly!” He sprang to his feet. “Worthless child! What good are you to me, dead? Eat!”

“I—”

“Eat!” he roared, and wheeled around and went to the doorway. That magnificent horse was tethered there, staring at him with liquid eyes. Again her father’s shoulders slumped, and his head dropped down, as if burdened by some dreadful secret.

Afterwards, Preeti found the lotus flower lying on the floor, where it had slipped from her numb and nerveless hand. She did not know when, but it must have been sometime in the long strangled silence that passed before she went to her father and put a hand on his shoulder. He half-turned to her with something that might have been a sob. 

She had to clear her throat to speak past the lump of terror in her throat.

“Tell me, Babu.”
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Two years ago the name Om Nitin Kamla would have opened any door in the city of Cambay. To a merchantman of his standing, Brahmins and rajahs might almost defer without dishonour. For from him and his friends came the money for temples and armies and palaces, and to them came foreign rajahs and merchantmen eager to bring the wonders of the world—lions and peacocks, silks and stones, jewels and unguents for the gladdening of the hearts of every dweller in that bright-lit town, from the exquisite henna-painted gem-crusted ladies of the rajah’s palace to the vivid street-birds who could not touch or own, but might see and be gladdened.

If Om Nitin Kamla had an equal in the world of trade it was Krisna Khan, to whom he married his elder daughter Radha—an alliance as brilliant as any made by a rajah for his kohl-eyed daughter. His younger daughter Preeti might have been a greater triumph. Om Nitin Kamla had kept his eyes open. He had taken her to all the right festivals, all the richest weddings. She deserved everything he could do for her, he argued. 

And Shiva Malhotra was everything. Brahmin by birth, young, gentle, and just straitened enough in his fortunes to afford a tenderness for the merchant’s lovely daughter. 

An astrologer had already been consulted for an auspicious wedding date. But by the time the messenger returned with the lucky day, Om Nitin Kamla’s wife was dead, his house had burned to the ground, and the first of his caravans was reported lost to bandits in the desert.

Shiva Malhotra reconsidered. Krisna Khan became suddenly very busy. Even Radha pretended she didn’t know them. And Om Nitin Kamla and Preeti went north, fleeing their bad luck, to the little village of the merchant’s birth where they might live quietly with a milch cow and a garden.

He’d dreaded ever returning to the scene of his fall. Only Pradip Gupta’s triumphant return could have lured him from hiding. And yet if doors opened for him in the city now, they opened only on debts and creditors. In the end, Om Nitin Kamla left the city richer than he had gone only by ten silver coins.

He put them into the pouch he wore against his skin, saddled his donkey, and began his long ride home. The only consolation that came to him, like a shaft of light through the clouds of his gloom, was the thought that he could at least afford Preeti’s gift.

The rains, blinding and lashing, came late one afternoon while he plodded down a tree-shadowed path above the river. He should have stopped and taken shelter until the storm passed, but he was tired and too disheartened to care for his safety. Instead he pressed on, leading his donkey on foot and feeling for the path ahead of him with the end of his staff like a blind beggar.

The whole world was a roar of wind and falling rain. Thus he did not hear the floodwater until it charged upon him like a stampede of cattle.

When he came to himself, he was bruised, beaten and cold. One arm was caught in the iron bars of a gate. Water lapped at his bare feet: his shoes had been stripped away. He coughed up water and rose, clawing at the gate.

It opened.

Om Nitin Kamla spat up a little more water and looked again. He saw a garden, felt a soft warm breeze blowing, and looked up further to see a magnificent palace lit by the moon.

Outside the gate, water grumbled at his feet and dripped from the trees.

The merchant stumbled up the gravel road toward the palace, rasping in a painful breath with each step. With his bad luck, the guards of this place would throw him back into the river the moment they saw him.

But he encountered no guards.

The door of the palace opened at a touch. He went in, light-headed from weariness, and found himself in a white courtyard surrounded by arched doorways with blowing white curtains. In the middle of the courtyard, like gems set in silver, were five pools in the shape of a flower. They were covered with buds, red and pink and snowy white.

Lotuses.

Om Nitin Kamla limped to the water. The night breeze was fragrant with the flowers’ breath. He inhaled the scent for a moment. Preeti’s gift?

Perhaps he could take one home with him.

Perhaps he would live to go home.

He went up the stairs toward the door opposite the one he had come in by. Here the white curtain was looped back on a silver hook and he went inside to find a little burning brazier and a tray bearing bread and a bowl of meat beside a curtained couch wrought in silver.

He looked around. There was no one here to slam doors in his face, as they had in the city. Perhaps, presently, one would come and turn him out. Until then…

He didn’t mean to eat all of it. But the meat was so tender, the bread so oily and crisp, that he had wiped the bowl clean, dabbed up the last of the crumbs on his fingertips, and pitched wearily into the couch cushions almost before he realised what he had done.

Let them turn him out if they wished. Until then he would sleep.
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When Om Nitin Kamla awoke, the sun had risen high enough to fill the whole room with light. For a little while he lay on the couch, lost in the flashing colours and the mind-mazing patterns that adorned the walls. Then suddenly he remembered where he was, and started up.

All the aches had vanished from his body. He felt—not merely well, but five years younger. Let them turn him out now, and he would walk home whistling. He rubbed sleep out of his eyes, glanced at the tray beside the couch—and caught his breath.

The wiped-clean dishes of the night before had gone. In their place was dahl and stuffed paratha, as fragrant and tempting as any he had eaten in the palaces of Hyderabad or Lahore. On the floor, a pair of stout shoes. Beside them, neatly folded, a gorgeously-embroidered cloak which as a matter of habit his mind appraised, priced, and marvelled at.

Not only would he not be turned out, but he would be left to sleep in peace, and then fed and clothed like a prince.

He ate the food, pulled on the shoes, and then went out into the courtyard. A flutter of movement caught his eye… Only the white curtains. No other motion or sound disturbed the peace of that place. 

The lotus-flowers were like white and red fire on the pond’s breast.

Om Nitin Kamla called out. There was no answer and the shattered silence was so dreadful that he could not find the courage to break it again. Instead he crept to one of the other doorways and peeked behind the white curtain. He saw another room, more splendid than the first, yet just as empty. The next was like it.

The whole place stood lifeless.

He looked into the sky. It was a fine day; he should make the most of the weather, and start for home. He had no food and he had lost everything except his ten silver coins. But his stomach was satisfied and his bruises had healed. He felt a little more bold, so he went back into his room and put on the embroidered cloak. Then he descended the steps to the pools. The lotus-flowers clustered just beyond his reach, almost as if they meant to avoid him, but at last he stretched far enough to close his hand around a stem and jerk.

At the moment that the passionate red flower came away in his hand, he felt a hot breath on the back of his neck, felt blazing eyes boring into his skull, and turned with a cry of terror.

The creature stood looming over him, a nightmare beast walking manlike on its hinder legs; fanged, clawed, maned, with black fur and eyes of fire, as if a temple carving had come to horrible life. 

A Rakshasa.

So the stories were true.

Om Nitin Kamla tried to scramble backward, but the Rakshasa hooked its claws into his tunic and yanked him level with its scowling face.

“Who told you you might pick my lotus?”

“Sir—lord—”

“I welcome you to my house. I feed you and clothe you. I give you every comfort and tranquillity. Is this how you repay me?”

“Your generosity,” said Om Nitin Kamla feebly,  “is truly beyond all mortal comprehension—. I came to believe you would not grudge so small a thing as a lo—”

“Small?” the Rakshasa roared. “Small?” He shook Om Nitin Kamla like a rat. “Is a thief any less a thief if the thing he takes is small? Is he any less deserving of punishment?”

Om Nitin Kamla abandoned any hope in finesse. When the creature released him, he crumpled onto his face. “Have mercy, lord! My luck has already broken me and indeed, I would be better dead already if it were not for my daughter, the delight of my eyes and the only remaining staff of my age. I offered her anything money could buy. A lotus-flower was all she would ask of me.”

The Rakshasa stepped back, and the fire of his eyes seemed less terrible. But his voice, when he spoke, was a low forbidding rumble. “And you lay your guilt upon this daughter of yours, this delight of your eyes.”

Om Nitin Kamla did not dare to look up. But he fumbled at his waist, and drew out the ten silver coins in his pouch. “Take it,” he begged. “It is all that is left of Om Nitin Kamla, once the richest man in Gujarat. Take it, that I may go back to my daughter and starve with her for as long as the gods desire in this birth to punish us.”

“Your daughter need not starve,” said the Rakshasa.

Om Nitin Kamla raised his face. The creature crouched over him like a clenched fist above a gnat, and he could see venom dripping from its yellow tusks.

“I will let you go free on one condition. Give your daughter to me.”

Preeti, for whom the Brahmin Malhotra had proven himself unworthy? Given to this monster? Om Nitin Kamla gave a despairing cry.

The Rakshasa did not seem to hear him. “Let her come of her own will, and save your life, if she has the courage, and if she loves you so much. If she does not, then return to me. And do not seek to avoid your fate, for know that my vengeance will find you both, Om Nitin Kamla. Are we agreed?”

His only answer was a sob.

“Are we agreed?” the Rakshasa roared, and Om Nitin Kamla would have done anything—anything—to escape.

“Yes! Yes!” he cried.

“That is well for you.” The Rakshasa withdrew and pointed to the door. “A horse is waiting outside to take you home. When you are ready to return, with your daughter or alone, mount the horse and he will know where to bring you.” The monster made as if to turn, and paused. “Where is your home?”

“The village is named Arora.”

“A rebellious people.” The Rakshasa glowered. “Treacherous in every generation, yielding neither due service nor just tribute. In good time I will return to that place and exact every last copper. Every last soul.” He stretched out a clawed hand and pointed to the pavement. “In the meantime, your silver is accepted against that debt. Leave it on the stones.”

The tears rolled down the face of Om Nitin Kamla, but he did not dare to disobey. He laid the coins on the floor in two forlorn little piles, bowed to the Rakshasa’s retreating back, and left.
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Preeti did not look at her father. She sat slumped against the wall in the hut with her fingers pressed against her mouth, looking at the abandoned bowl of dahl on the floor and, next to it in the dust, the red flower that had cost so much.

Her father stood leaning against the door, still staring out. At last he stirred and turned back to her. “I’m sorry. For coming back. I should have stayed and—”

Preeti’s breath whispered against her fingers. “Babu, no—”

“Before I return to him,” he said, “I’ll sell the cloak. You can use the money to live on until the harvest.”

She rose from the floor and picked the lotus flower up out of the dirt. “No, Babu, I’m glad you came back. This is all my fault. I asked for the flower. I’ll go to the Rakshasa.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying. You haven’t seen him.”

“That makes it easier for me to do what I must.” 

“Preeti, no.”

“I am the one who brought this bad luck on you, Babuji.”

“I can’t let you—

“Why not?” Preeti forced a smile. “It would be cruel of you to go away and leave me all alone.”

“At least you would live.”

“He didn’t say he meant to kill me.”

“No, but—”

“Please.” She seized his hands and looked into his face, willing him to see how important this was to her. “Please. Let me do this. My fault. My bad luck. No one else will suffer for me.”

Her father didn’t answer. Only, with tears streaking his face, he lifted his hand to stroke her hair, and she knew she had carried her point.

When she fell asleep at last, sometime after midnight, Preeti dreamed that she went into the village square to draw water while the rain fell in sheets around her like the seas of an invisible shipwrecked world in the sky. 

Her drenched sari pulled tight. She stopped, but did not turn around.

His voice was as warm as a lover’s embrace. “Where are you going, O lovely one?”

“Let me go. I must draw water.”

“There is no need for that, surely.”

She glanced down at her pot. It was brimming full, pockmarked and stormy under the hammer-blows of raindrops it could not hold.

Preeti turned. “Bhagavan?”

But no one was there.

She awoke and lay staring into the dark. It was difficult to sleep with the ache of hunger in her belly. At first light she put on the worthless tin earrings and nose-ring that alone remained from her jewel-chest, draped her sari, faded and dirty as it was, with painstaking care, and went out to the well.

Amma Madhu squatted there as usual, speaking to two friends as they waited for the crowd around the well to thin a little. Preeti went directly up to her, pressed her two palms together, and murmured, “Namaste.”

She hardly spoke loudly enough to be heard. But the chaffer stopped as if she had bitten them. 

Amma Madhu looked up at her with a regal air, as if she were the queen of this corner of the village. “Namaste.”

“Please,” said Preeti, “if you know, tell me where to find the Bhagavan Sanjit.”

Shocked silence, nudgings, whisperings. Preeti’s cheeks warmed. But she knew what she risked by such a question. Amma Madhu stared back at her impassively and at last jerked her head south, toward the trees.

“You are going to the Demon Rajah, naheen?”

Preeti’s fingers whitened on the water-jar. “How do you know?”

“I see many things.” Amma Madhu shrugged. “Many brides that one has taken. One in every generation.”

“What became of them?”

“Ashes.”

“He killed them?”

Amma Madhu tilted an eyebrow and looked at her for a while, as if determining whether to tell the truth. At last she nodded, once, and grunted. “Yes.”

Preeti swallowed hard and drew a breath. But Amma Madhu spoke again before she could say a word.

“Do not hope that the Bhagavan Sanjit will aid you. That flirt! Always an eye for a pretty girl. Where he comes from, none of us knows. Where he goes to, none of us knows. He makes sweet promises, and stirs up foolish hopes, and vanishes at the first sign of trouble. But the Rakshasa does everything he promises. Everything.”

Preeti backed away from Amma Madhu, trembling.

“Go to the Demon Rajah.” The midwife’s eyes were hard as flint. “Go! Buy us peace a little longer!”

Preeti turned to escape, but she had run only a few steps when she saw him.

The Bhagavan.

He sat a horse in the mouth of the street that ran by the fort, his jewelled accoutrements flashing and flaring in the dim clouded light. For a moment, their eyes met, and then he turned his horse toward her, touching his heels to its flanks. But Preeti turned her back on him and fled down the narrow passage that led to her father’s hut.

It was too good to be true. He could not really break her curse.

She could not bear to draw out her misery any longer. That evening she made a little bundle of her spare sari, mounted the Rakshasa’s horse behind her father, and set off for the Rakshasa’s palace.
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The horse seemed to fly rather than gallop. Preeti shut her eyes dizzily at the speed and clasped her arms more tightly around her father’s waist. But how foolish to be frightened by a fast horse when she knew not what terror awaited her in the house of the Rakshasa!

And the lord Sanjit vowed her bad luck was over!

Amma Madhu was right about him, of course; from the first, her instincts had warned her away from him. Poor, she could be nothing but a flirtation to him. But if things were different? If they were rich again?

The horse slackened its pace, bringing her back to the hard present, and she heard her father say, “Look, Preeti.”

Through the iron gate that stood open before them a gravel path ran up through pools and trees and flowering shrubs to a tall white palace whose front was a fretwork of pillars and windows. A flight of steps ran up to the entrance, a pillared white portico with pale-yellow birds and flowers etched in the frieze.

Somewhere, a peacock screamed. At the same moment, there was a loud crack and one blazing fire flower broke across the sky in the shape of a red lotus.

The sparks did not fall or fade but hung for a long time burning in the sky as Om Nitin Kamla and his daughter went up the path to the stair and dismounted. In that light, the whole palace flushed pink.

For a while they stood hand in hand on the steps. A faint music rippled through one of the windows, and Preeti looked up at her father mournfully. “The Rakshasa must be hungry, to make such a rejoicing.”

Om Nitin Kamla pulled back. “Preeti, there is still time. Ride home while you can.”

“It’s me he wants, not you, Babuji.” Preeti thought of the brides Amma Madhu had spoken of. “And he knows I am here now. It is too late for me to flee, even if I wished to.”

“O my delight!” said the merchant, sighing. “Let us bid one another farewell now. Before It comes.”

Preeti nodded, drew her pallu a little more tightly around her head, and reached down to touch his feet. But for the first time, her father stooped quickly and caught her by the shoulders halfway.

“No.” Instead he folded her into his embrace.

At last they took hands again and went on through the portico to the courtyard beyond. 

Set into the white flags of the floor were five pools in the shape of a flower with candles burning on the brink. There were the lotus-flowers of which she had heard. More light shone from every doorway, gilding the flowers and the small potted trees that guarded the place with a yellow and welcoming glow.

In that light it was strange and almost frightening that the only sound to be heard was the wind billowing the white door-curtains and the strains of sad music going on and on just on the border of hearing. The fitful breeze came and went, sometimes revealing and sometimes concealing the sound, but then the breeze died away long enough for Preeti to recognise Amma Madhu’s song.

The hair prickled on her scalp, and she tugged at her father’s elbow, but he had gone still as stone and nearly as cold. Preeti followed his gaze to the doorway opposite. A shadow blocked the light. Her heart jolted. They stood in the presence of the Rakshasa.

She stood hand-in-hand with her father for the space of five thundering heartbeats. Then she went on, pulling Om Nitin Kamla behind her. Down the steps, across the courtyard, around the lotus-pool, pausing finally at the foot of the steps where the Rakshasa waited.

Because he stood with his back to the light, all she saw was a gigantic black silhouette, and a red gleam, as of smouldering eyes.

She might be wearing worthless tin and a sari of cheap red cotton, but Preeti Kamla had once been a welcome guest in houses nearly as splendid as this one. Stifling all her terror was the sudden desperate need to pretend she was not afraid of him. She pressed her two work-worn palms together and bowed with slow deliberate grace.

Beside her, more hastily, her father did the same.

The Rakshasa spoke in a low growling rumble that vibrated in her lungs and nearly shredded her thin calm. “You have kept your oath, Om Nitin Kamla. I am well pleased. My servants are loading your horse with treasure.”

Her father bowed again. Preeti stole a glance at him and realised that he was too terrified to speak. Her own panic caught her by the throat—

The Rakshasa said her name. “Preeti Kamla, do you come willingly? Are you prepared to stay here?”

“Yes,” she breathed, keeping her head bent. 

“That is well.”

Preeti stole another glance at her father. Go, her eyes told him. He fell back a step, as if her look had for a moment broken the immense exercise of willpower that held him by her side.

Had she not made up her mind to die, she might also have found it hard to stand there in candlelight and shadows before the Rakshasa.

“Yes, go,” said the monster unexpectedly. “Say farewell to your daughter, merchant.”

But Om Nitin Kamla backed away from her with a face blank with terror. No wonder he had insisted on saying goodbye outside, in the portico.

She gave a smile, and lifted her hand in farewell. There was an answering tremor of grief and tenderness under his beard. Then he turned and fled. After a little moment there was no sound but the drum of his horse’s hoofs.

Preeti stood looking after him. The courtyard was very beautiful in moonlight and candlelight, and while she stood with her back turned on the Rakshasa she could almost imagine that she was alone.

Maybe he would kill her now. Now, with her back turned, and the image of her father still in her eyes, so that she could die on a memory of love.

He did not. She heard nothing but the plaintive wail of Amma Madhu’s song. At last she stole a glance over her shoulder to see if he was still there.

He was. Waiting. He had all the time in the world to play with her, if he wished. Bride? Meal? Sacrifice? Which was she?

In the thread of a voice she asked, “What are you going to do with me?”

His answer was to set a clawed foot forward. Then another. Preeti backed as he came down the white stair to loom over her in the courtyard. The soft light of moon and candles fell on him and for the first time she really saw him: saw the curving yellow fangs, the mane black as pitch, the scowling face and the stripes of red above the eyes. He was something like a bear, something like a lion, and something like a black flame. Also he smelled of something half-sweet and entirely foul.

Preeti backed until her heel knocked against one of the candles by the side of the lotus pools. It rolled a short way and went out. The Rakshasa halted in his advance, clear in all his grim splendour under the light of the moon, and stretched out one taloned paw.

“Marry me, Preeti Kamla.”

She drew in a breath that turned to ice and splintered in her throat. She swallowed the cold shards with a little whimper and pressed the back of her hand to her mouth to stifle her scream.

“Well?” His voice was implacable. 

“I will obey my lord in everything.” Her cheeks were wet. She realised that she had been crying with terror for a little while now.

“You do not understand me.” He must be angry with her now, if he had not been before. “I do not command. I ask. Of your own heart give assent, or not at all.”

She stole a glance at him. Marry that demon? Unbidden, the laughing face of the handsome warrior in the village rose up before her eyes and she felt an irrational dreary assurance that if she had gone to him, if she had begged for help, things would have been different tonight.

Maybe he would yet seek her. Maybe he would follow her. Maybe he would find her, even here.

She ducked her head. “Don’t be angry with me, lord.”

“I am not angry,” he said in the same growl. “Come. I will show you to your room.”
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2.

Preeti awoke to light, the sound of birdsong, and the far-off chimes of wind bells. At once she pushed herself to her elbow and looked around the room.

It was pillared and painted in gold and white, hung with golden tassels about the walls and flooded with light from scalloped windows. Splendid, and silent, and very lonely.

She pulled aside transparent white curtains and slid out from between the cushions and bolsters to explore the rest of it. 

Breakfast was provided. She ate only a few mouthfuls, for the rich bread and meat sat heavily in her stomach. In the centre of the floor, at the end of a long shallow stair, a pool of water waited with marigold flowers lining its margin.  Last night she had been too tired and too terrified to do anything but cry herself to sleep. This morning, after a nervous glance into the empty passage beyond the curtains of her door, she untucked her sari, peeled off choli and petticoat, and dipped her foot into the water.

Heat. Her foot disturbed a coil of steam, bearing with it some subtle fragrance. She went down the seven steps and sank below the surface.

When she came out of the bath, she saw with a little scared shiver that her bundle of old, dirty clothes, carried with such care from the village last night, had vanished. In their stead a new sari lay folded on the bath’s brink. By it stood a chest full of jewellery, and beyond that a great number of bottles and jars and bowls holding cosmetics: all the paraphernalia of beauty from the old happy days. 

First she rubbed herself with oil and put on the fresh new choli and petticoat provided, the former stiffly bordered with golden coils and beads. Next she kohled her eyes. Then she dipped her finger into the sindoor, and made one practised dab with her forefinger between her eyebrows. Mehndi had been provided, and she carefully painted suns on the palms of her hands and the tops of her feet. When this had dried, she combed her hair and then dabbed perfume on earlobes, hands, and feet.

After this she draped her sari and fastened it in place with new brass pins. Then followed the jewellery. Two stacks of glass and gold bangles for each arm. Earrings and a pendant for her forehead. A nose ring, two necklaces, and rings for each finger. Finally, two golden anklets with chiming bells.

Golden anklets? Preeti dropped them as if they had burned her. No one wore gold on their feet, of course, so as not to insult the goddess Lakshmi, to whom it was sacred. For a moment she almost made up her mind not to wear them. Apart from her fear of the goddess, she did not want to walk with chiming steps through this enormous, echoing place.

Yet in the end she put them on. If the Rakshasa had provided the anklets, he must mean her to wear them, and she was more afraid of his displeasure than of the goddess Lakshmi’s. 

She must have been hours getting ready. Just as she took a step toward the door, a tiny rattle sounded behind her and she whisked around. She saw nothing, except that the cosmetics and the jewel-boxes and the cloth on which she had dried herself had all been cleared away.

She almost fled out her door into the palace, only to find herself in a long corridor lit by round white lamps hanging from domed ceilings. Patterns of birds and flowers twined across every surface. There was a dado along the wall at waist height, beneath which orange-trees and cypresses were painted, and above them sprawled magnificent country landscapes full of figures hunting and playing and listening to music. 

Her bare feet sank into the carpet. Chink, chink, said her anklets.

She had to find the Rakshasa. She had to make him finish what he had started. She had to find him wherever he was hiding in this palace that seemed so full of watching eyes. Every so often the constant jingling babble of her feet wore her nerves thin and she rose up on tiptoe to hear the whispers of sound that dragged at her hearing under the laughter of bells.

Yet however long she stood listening, nothing came to break the silence, and she went on under the endless red-and-blue domes and arches. At last she turned a corner onto a cloistered balcony where the sun lay in pools on tiles frantic with colour, and clapped a hand to her mouth, for she saw what she thought to be a dwarf in a grey coat walking away from her on spindly legs. The next instant she recognised it as a heron, and drew a rattled breath. It went on ahead of her like a guide, and presently passed by a monkey with a little black face sitting on the baluster. The heron led her into an open room at a corner of that labyrinthine place, where she found a hundred other birds coming and going through the windows in a storm of song.

Beyond that she found a room of musical instruments, and for a while made herself sit and pick out old songs on the sitar. But the pluckings of her fingers only made the silence of the place more alarming. She laid the instrument down and went on, wandering through rooms filled with chairs and rooms filled with books—useless to her since no one had ever taught her to read—through rooms filled with flowers and trees, through rooms covered with beaten gold, and through rooms that had nothing at all in them but vast shimmering floors.

The sun fell behind the horizon at the same moment that Preeti pushed back a curtain and went through another doorway and found the Rakshasa.

From his posture, facing her with his claws clasped behind his back, she guessed he had heard the chime of her footsteps and was expecting her. She had just about given up expecting him at all, and at the sight of him, she fell back a step with a sudden numb sensation of mortality.

He held out a beckoning claw. “Let me see you.”

She came forward as far as she dared, which left perhaps ten paces between them, and stared at his black-haired feet which, like a bird’s, had one talon stretching back and three forward.

“You know what you are about,” he said, and then, “Come and eat.”

For the first time she saw where a meal was laid out on a low table. The Rakshasa settled himself cross-legged on a gem-scattered throne. Through the arched doorways leading to the garden, Preeti heard more music and the sound of running water.

Mingled with the scent of flowers and a mild warm night, she breathed in spices, fruit, jasmine rice…

“Come and eat.” The fear the monster’s voice put into her flogged her forward a step before she looked at his face again.

To reach the food, she would need to halve the distance between them. Her stomach moved longingly. She stood undecided.

“Are you not hungry?” the Rakshasa asked her.

“Yes, lord.”

“Then come. There is more than enough.”

“Let my lord eat first. I will wait.”

He shook his head. “I have other fare. I have come to see you eat.”

Other fare. 

Chink. Chink. Preeti forced herself forward and sank to her knees at a corner of the table as far away from the Rakshasa as she could manage. She took only the food she could reach, and crumbled a little into her mouth.

“Is all to your liking?” the Rakshasa asked suddenly.

She dared not look up, so she bent her head a little in acknowledgement. “Yes, lord.”

“You are free of the whole house. And all the gardens. I ask only that you not go beyond the wall.”

His words were kind, and even his voice sounded less forbidding than she remembered. “My thanks, lord.”

Her hunger was satisfied. She sat with her hands on her knees, and the silence stretched out while she stole glances at the Rakshasa’s teeth, so brutally apt for stripping meat from bones, and wondered if she should starve herself for fear of what might happen if she became fat.

He was going to eat her, wasn’t he?

She clenched her fists. “What do you mean to do with me?”

He did not answer and at last she realised he was waiting for her to look him in the eye.

“Marry me, Preeti.”

Her mouth went dry. “Please, no. No.”

His head inclined, and then with a heave like a mountain falling, he rose from his throne.

“Then I will bid you farewell for tonight.”

And leave her alone in this horrible beautiful place, with its voiceless presences and twisting corridors! Preeti jumped to her feet. “I am lost. I don’t know my way back to my room.”

“Look for it when you want it.” 

The Rakshasa went out by an arch in the wall. After the curtain fell behind him, Preeti could not hear a whisper of sound, not a foot-fall. She stood in the room for a little longer, stretching her ears, imagining him lying in wait for her there until she could stand it no longer. With a peal of bells and bangles, she ran to the curtain and whisked it aside.

White lamps, like moons, stretched away down an endless ornamented corridor. The Rakshasa had gone.
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Preeti was not sleepy, so she went back to the music room (how she found it, she did not know, except that she went looking for it, and discovered it up a stair and inside the first door she tried), took the sitar, and went outside into the garden. The sound of falling water led her to a pavilion with curtained arches on a pavement by a pool with a high tumbling waterfall. Here her playing and singing would not jangle as it had against the stark silence of the palace. 

She began to sing, softly at first.

“He who walks in the shadow of love will have heaven beneath his feet. Come, beloved…”

And then she heard it, and with a wild jangle the sitar fell silent, but the voice went on singing out of the shadows under the trees.

“Come, beloved, and learn of love. Who can resist love? Who can turn his back on the brightness of heaven?”

He came out into the moonlight and Preeti caught her breath. It was the lord Sanjit. 

“Just look at your madman, beloved! I search for you in the garden of heaven.”

Preeti laid the sitar aside and rose and went toward him.

“Come, beloved, walk in heaven and learn of love.” He caught her hand from her side and kissed it. It was a courtly gesture, but she had never seen it before, and she snatched her hand back with a little gasp. He smiled at her and went on singing. “Walk in heaven, walk in the shadow of love.” To her horror, he snatched off one of the long swinging gold earrings hooked over her ears, and sent it spinning off into the pool of water. Then—so dextrously that she barely felt it—he plucked out her nose-ring and sent it tumbling after.

“No!” Preeti tried to catch his quick hands, but he moved faster than she did, and caught both of her wrists in one hand and reached for her other earring with the other.

He was laughing at her. “Hold still, sweetheart. I want to see the real Preeti, not this mask of gold.”

“No,” she cried again. “The Rakshasa gave me these. If I lose them—”

“Tell him they were stolen.” The Bhagavan captured her other earring. But he did not throw it into the water.

“Tell him?” Preeti wailed. “If he knows you have come, he will kill both of us… Oh, I am the unluckiest girl alive.”

She broke into tears and the laughter faded from the lord Sanjit’s face. Suddenly there was a splash as he followed her jewellery into the pool. Preeti stared at the rippling water in frozen surprise for the space of three breaths before his dark head broke the surface. He came back to her streaming water, and put the nose-ring and both earrings into her hand. 

“Have you forgotten? I told you not to fear. I have taken your bad luck upon myself.”

She gripped his hands with the jewels between them. “Why? Why? What help is that to me? I must have sinned in a previous birth. Anything I do not suffer for in this birth must be suffered for in another. Everyone understands this. Everyone is content to leave us to our punishment. Why not you?”

“Because you were made for love, Preeti.”

She could only stare at him, motionless, silent, with what seemed a wild bird fluttering inside the cage of her ribs.

“The punishment was never meant for you to bear alone. It was never meant for you to bear at all. It was meant for me.” He smiled, folding the jewels into her hands, then lifting them again to kiss them. “Your punishment is on my head now.”

“Is it?” If only she could believe. “Is it? I am trapped here and the Rakshasa is going to marry me and maybe eat me as well—”

He caught her temples in his hands and stroked her tears away with his thumbs. “Shh. Bus. Trust me, Preeti.”

She blinked, trying to stem the flow. “Please help me. Please take me away from this place.”

He hesitated.

She shrugged away from him with a little hopeless sigh. “Oh, it’s useless, I know. He will only hunt me down, and both of us will die for it.”

“Don’t trust to appearances, Preeti.”

“Appearances?” She sniffed and backed a step. Suddenly all the old questions came back to her. “Who are you, anyway? Where do you come from? Who are you that you can take my bad luck?”

“Who am I?” A sad smile. “If I were to tell you, Preeti, you would not be able to bear it.”

A horrible suspicion crossed her mind and she stumbled back another step with her eyes suddenly very wide and staring. There was a rumble of thunder and a scatter of fat raindrops burst across the pavement.

“And yet,”—the Bhagavan lifted a hand, “you must not think I am deceiving you, Preeti. I stand before you as I truly am.”

But Preeti backed another step, her heart thundering. He had to be more than he seemed. She had known it from the first. Oh, she was the unluckiest girl alive.

The raindrops drummed against the pavement and against the roof of the pavilion above them.

The Bhagavan Sanjit stepped forward as if to close the distance between them, but she backed again and lifted pressed-together hands to her forehead. “Namaste. I must go now,” she managed to stammer.

“Preeti—”

“I must go now.” She turned and went out into the rain at a jerky walk that became a stumbling run when she was sure he was out of sight. By the time she reached the room where she had eaten in the Rakshasa’s presence, she was soaked. The heavy jewelled border of her sari slapped against her legs as she ran. Was it the rain that blinded her eyes, or was it tears? She flung past curtains, up the first stair, and through a door that looked familiar.

It was her own room. She pitched onto the bed and lay there with a hammering heart. What was he? A madman? A god? Or—

You were made for love.

The only thing that was quite clear, even to her, was the impossibility of loving him. She thought her heart would break. Shiva Malhotra had only wanted her father’s money. Babuji had protested, but he was willing in the end to let her bear his punishment as well as her own, because that was what a loving child did for her father. Only Sanjit told her—almost as if he meant it—that he would bear her pain for her…

She could not risk hoping. Amma Madhu’s words came back to her.

Do not hope that the Bhagavan Sanjit will aid you. That flirt! Always, an eye for a pretty girl…. He makes sweet promises, and stirs up foolish hopes, and vanishes at the first sign of trouble.

“But the Rakshasa does everything he promises,” Preeti breathed to herself, remembering Amma Madhu’s next words.

“Everything…”

She fell asleep with the tears still on her face.
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“Why? Why did you bring me here?”

It had been another interminable, wandering, echoing day in the palace of the Rakshasa, with no better company than her own dismal thoughts. So tonight, as she knelt at the dinner table across from the monster, the question broke out of her for the third time. And he had only asked how she had spent her day, and if all was to her liking.

The Rakshasa seemed displeased by her question.

“I have asked. I ask again. Marry me, Preeti.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you have said no.”

“And if I say no tomorrow night?”

“Then you have said no tomorrow night.”

“And the night after?”

“Also.”

“How long am I to go on saying no?”

“Just as long as I please.”

“How long will it be?” Under the table, Preeti clenched her hands into fists. “How long until you tire of asking? How long until you kill me?”

“Bus!” The word came out so quiet and low that it rattled the bowls on the table and every bone in Preeti’s body. “Know this of me,” he rumbled. “I do not tire. I do not lose patience. I wait as long as I have determined. But no longer.”

Preeti ducked her head and murmured, “How much time do I have?”

“That I do not say. Bargain with yourself for time. But know that it is running out.”

Preeti fidgeted with the border of her sari. “What shall I do in the meantime? The days are very long.”

“You are provided with books and music.”

“I cannot read.”

He lifted a terrible claw. “That I can mend. Come here.”

She flinched.

His eyes flamed at her. “I have promised you time,” he said in the same low growl that hummed in her lungs. “Do you disbelieve me?”

“No. No, my lord.” She stood and went shrinkingly toward him until she came within a pace or two of his throne, keeping her head bent so that she would not have to look at him so close, so terrible.

There always had been a stink about him, but suddenly she identified it as rotting flesh, the scent of death.

He lifted his clawed hand; she closed her eyes and managed, though a mad voice screamed in the back of her mind, to hold her ground while he laid it on her head.

She thought she heard him say a word, but it was in no tongue she knew. When his hand lifted she opened her eyes and glanced up at him.

To her astonishment, he was no more terrible at this close range than he had been far away
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