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CHAPTER 1

Loving him changed my life.

I expected heartbreak. I expected betrayal.

I never expected this.

KAUSHIKA’S FINGERS SKIM OVER MY ARM. “TELL ME, Meneka,” he says quietly. “Are you content?”

His voice is casual, but I startle. We are both naked on the cot within our hut. A single golden flame burns on the floor in the corner, flickering and throwing shadows on the walls. The candle is down to a stub, and soon it will die out. The hut is cast in dimness, and we are only an hour away from dawn. In minutes, blue daylight will creep into the cottage, bringing with it the scent of fresh dew.

I do not look out the window in morning’s anticipation. I keep my gaze on Kaushika. We have been resting in companionable silence, waking slowly and giving each other languorous smiles. He has said nothing beyond his morning murmurs, and I have been relaxed in his silence, but at his question my heart races in nervousness.

A month has passed since the battle in the skies. Last night I dreamed of Amaravati again, of its fragrant night gardens and its glorious, curved arches. In my dream, the city was resplendent, but something dark approached it, unbeknownst to its citizens. The darkness covered the city in seconds, even as devas and their devotees sang and danced in gaiety. Amaravati’s magic burned away into nothingness, while I screamed and screamed from the mortal realm for the devas to stir.

I awoke from the nightmare covered in a cold sweat, babbling to Kaushika about the Vajrayudh, sick with longing for my city. He held me close, rocking me back to sleep. He did not question me then, but I remember the things I said to him in the terror of the night, the very same things I said at the end of the battle. Amaravati still needs protection … The city is my home. I will do whatever I can to safeguard it, even if I must do so from you. Surely his words now are a cautious start toward a conversation we should have had long ago. This is an invitation, and there is still so much unspoken between us.

I should answer him sincerely. His question is one I have been contemplating. Yet if I do, we will become strangers again, enemies condemned to be on opposite sides because of our differing loyalties. I am not ready to relinquish what I have here with him. Is he? I turn to him, searching his face.

He lies next to me, his long legs stretched out against mine, his one arm supporting his head as he looks down at me. His other hand continues to skim over the bare skin of my arm. Warmth shoots through me at the heat of his touch. I shiver under the watchfulness in his gaze, aware of our nudity, our closeness. His stiffness is hard against my thigh, and I nudge my leg forward, testing. He twitches in response.

Hunger replaces the question in his eyes. I bite my lip, suppressing a grin. Slowly, I brush my thumb over his lip. His eyes darken, and he almost opens his mouth to bite my finger but that would be too quick. He has more resistance than that.

He raises an eyebrow instead. “Not in a mood for conversation, then?” he asks dryly. “I’ve learned ways to make you talk, apsara.”

Sure enough, his fingers hover up from my arm, dipping down to the swell of one of my breasts. I freeze, as Kaushika cups it gently, feeling its weight. His fingers wrap around my back, and his thumb poises itself just over my nipple. The heat of arousal floods me, with this simple action. It is all I can do not to arch my back and give in to his touch. I exhale softly, waiting, as his eyes gleam, reflecting the candlelight.

“Is this what you want from me?” he asks. “The payment you would seek before gifting me your words?”

“Payment?” I answer innocently, raising my brows. “I’ve asked for nothing. Perhaps I want to lie here a bit longer, enjoying the stolen moments before dawn. I don’t seek to make you do anything you don’t desire yourself.”

I manage to shrug a bare shoulder. The movement rubs my nipple against his poised thumb, and his eyes glint. The muscles in his arms ripple in the candlelight, as if embers are alight within him, but still he does not brush the bud. He watches me, amused. We both know what we’re doing. I have set the pieces of our game in motion. Despite his questions, he has indicated he is willing to play. Both of us are in silent agreement. We will forget the nightmares of the dark. We will steer ourselves into playful matters. We will allow ourselves to be distracted. The anticipation makes me squirm.

“My desire?” he drawls. “I thought we were talking about your contentedness, but if you want to address my desire …”

His words trail off. I lick my bottom lip, dampening it. Kaushika tracks the movement, and his gaze turns molten. A sweet ache is starting to rush through me, growing fast into a torrent. He grins, and his fingers tap against my back, raising goose pimples on my flesh. His thumb begins to make lazy circles across my nipple. The bud stiffens in an instant, and he looks at it contemplatively while my breath quickens.

He dips his head to my breast. I am already damp from need, the slickness slippery and sliding down my thighs. A sound escapes me, urging him wordlessly to continue, to take my nipple in his mouth, tease it with his tongue, graze it between his teeth, bring me to the edge of climax—but at the last instant, Kaushika looks up, suppressed mirth in his gaze.

“My desire is to know,” he says, the laughter in his eyes merged with the heat of need. “Is it enough? To lie here, enjoying the moments before dawn together?”

I blink. I have lost track of the conversation, and it is a point in his favor, to be so utterly in control while I writhe under him. I thought I had distracted him, but Kaushika has never been an easy quarry, to be so easily seduced away from what he wants merely because of our positions. He is too intent, yet I—I am already losing this contest of seduction, even though I was the one to invite him to it.

I utter a growl of frustration that he should turn the tables on me this easily. Kaushika laughs and sits up, pulling my arms over my head. He angles his body over mine, looming over me. His nails flutter from my breasts, his touch tracing the delicate skin on my wrists, before his fingers interlock with mine.

His weight settles on top of me, and he twitches over my hips again, positioned exactly where I need him. Kaushika moves his hips slowly, watching me, meeting my gaze, then dips his mouth to my neck, sucking softly, laving a path along my throat. The scent and feel of him unleashes a wild fire in me. I arch my body, seeking more, trying to free my legs to wrap them around his waist, but he holds me down with his body, his movement excruciatingly slow, torturing me.

I twist under him again, but he shakes his head, uttering a tsking sound. “Come now,” he murmurs, chastising. “Why the haste? You said you wanted to enjoy such stolen moments. Am I not being obedient?”

A slow pressure builds inside me. My core grows tight, and my breathing strained. Hot spirals of need coil within my stomach, leaping from one glorious sensation into another. Pleasure is turning into rapture, and there is an exquisite ache in this waiting, but lust rises heavy in me, making my body sweat.

He is turning me inside out, his questions and his actions like shifting currents of the sea, one moment making me doubt one thing, the next moment easing me. I know enough to understand the rules. If I beg him for release, I will have to answer his questions in return. Payment, he called it, and perhaps that is true. It will be one filled with gratitude and satisfaction, but he will have won. Kaushika is more practiced at seduction than I have given him credit for.

“Malicious,” I whisper. “You are obedient but malicious.”

I begin to roll my hips, tempting him, showing him how our act of pleasure together would make us even, without any need for explanations. His eyes widen in surprise, and a sharp gasp falls from his mouth. A sizzle cracks the air. Magic sparks from us, and flames ignite his fingertips even as dewdrops form on my body like the tiniest jewels.

Warm steam rises where his bare skin touches mine. It does not hurt, but there is an implicit danger in the melding of our powers. We breathe in an ocean of push and pull, our desires swelling, our fears receding, and teetering danger ready to swallow us whole.

“Never malicious,” he whispers. “But I like to hear you speak your mind. Clarity is a gift we can give to each other, is it not?”

He dips his head down again, licking at my collarbones. A sharp tingle rushes through me, radiating from where his tongue touched. I swallow a gasp, and the sound is smothered by his own rush of exhalation.

Yearning shoots through my body, and my thighs tremble, so wet that I can hear it in our movements. If I wasn’t already on the cot, I don’t know if I’d be able to hold myself up. If I weren’t a creature of lust, I would be shocked to be aroused so quickly.

Kaushika’s head lifts. His eyes are full of promise. “Is this what you want?”

My breath is coming out too fast to pay attention to his words. A carnal need is taking me over, and the steam and heat of the room are heady, making my mind swim in delicious intoxication. Kaushika grins, and bends to lick the dewdrops off my skin. I shudder as his hair grazes my cheek.

“Just say the words,” he says, his mouth over my ear. His breath is warm, sending tingles down my spine. “And I will give you the pleasure you seek.”

Yes, this is enough, I think. No, it is not, I add on the heels of it. Kaushika is torturing my mind, seeking clarity when we are submerged in the haze of our desire. His questions will unravel the moment. I cannot have him triumph.

I free one of my hands from his grasp and reach between my legs, slipping my fingers between our bodies. Kaushika quirks an eyebrow, but he knows what this means.

The very fact that I am resorting to this, instead of simply answering him, tells the both of us how much I want him. Will he take me now, submitting to my need? Or will he make me submit to him and force me to speak? I smile a slow smile, letting him see that I am no easy prey.

I dance my fingers against my entrance. Pleasure shoots through me, and it is magnified by the heat in his eyes as he watches me. Kaushika shakes his head ruefully.

“You should not do this when I am here to serve you,” he says in gentle reproach.

“What makes you think I need you to give me my pleasure?” I ask. This time, I am the one who teases him, even as I tease myself. My actions are a challenge. Take me or watch me, I tell him silently. One move will satisfy you, and the other will vex you. I insert one finger inside myself, then another. The relief is instant, and my body bucks as I ride my own hand, the wet sounds shocking and succulent. I am panting, my eyes hooded, and I find the nub of pleasure within me, stroking and flicking, pressing to the point just shy of pain.

Desire blazes in his eyes. “Oh, I know you can take care of yourself. But isn’t it better this way?”

He pulls my hand back, and his own thumb begins to circle my entrance. Kaushika places his stiffness against me, the tip of him touching me, mocking me. The friction is too much, and my body reacts involuntarily, pressing into him. I take him in my hand, stroking him root to tip, feeling the sheer hardness of him.

Kaushika growls in appreciation, and it is the first sound of pleasure he has made. The need in his voice almost makes me weep. No matter how much he tortures me, I know he is moments from giving in too. The realization is exhilarating, consuming my mind, that I have driven him to this. It is my power and body and beauty that have brought him here.

My fingers tighten in his hair. My body cannot stop bucking, asking for him, the relief I need. His tongue traces a path from my mouth down to my collarbones and over my breasts. I utter a frustrated sound, remembering his agonizing teasing, but the sound turns into a gasp as Kaushika takes one nipple in his mouth, grazing it lightly between his teeth. My body jerks, a near sob falling from my lips. A soft laugh escapes him—he moves slightly. A thick finger probes inside me, curling. Magic sizzles in me, but my legs tighten around his hand. I move faster, eyes closed. His finger circles my swollen bud, and my hips rise off the bed, one leg wrapping around him.

“Kaushika,” I breathe, rocking my hips.

I can hear the smile in his voice. “Isn’t this better?” he asks again, and his mouth hovers over mine.

He hardly needs an answer. It is clear that I crave not my own touch but his. We are suspended in this moment, both of us waiting for the other to acquiesce to each other and ourselves.

I cannot hold back anymore. “Yes,” I gasp. “Yes, this is better. It is always better with you.”

Satisfaction flares in Kaushika’s eyes. He takes my mouth in his, and I ravage it, opening my lips for the sweet taste of him. The kiss is reckless on my part, careful on his, but behind his watchfulness, his desire rears its head—and in an instant, Kaushika switches, pressing me down hard, flicking his tongue into my mouth, biting my lips softly, drinking me until I cannot breathe.

He pulls his mouth away from mine, and before I have a chance to protest, he dips his head and sucks deeply off my breast, his tongue flashing and teasing, before he turns his attention to the other one. I twist, in ecstasy and agony, wishing to savor this sensation but needing more. I want all of him. I want his hands and his tongue and his teeth and his fingers, and I want him now.

Faster, I think again, chasing his kisses with mine, nipping him when he raises his head.

Kaushika senses my impatience and positions himself over me. His hands grip my hips tightly. He hesitates just a second, perhaps to prepare himself or to prepare me. I clutch his shoulders, arching, and with a groan that tells me, sage or not, he is well past his control, Kaushika thrusts into me hard.

A cry escapes me. The suddenness of it is almost shocking, almost painful, with how he fills me, but it is a pain I yearned for. A loneliness I wasn’t aware of melts as he takes me, as he completes me. The last terror of the night withers away, as magic flares around us, steam rising with the fire of his body and the liquid of mine. We are ensconced in soft vapor, his leg moving against mine, his hand pushing my hips down. I close my eyes, feeling the spaces of emptiness within me fill with his power. All I feel is him, him, him. The sensation inside me after being teased is too much. I almost break, my rapture ascending over me. He fills every inch of me, and the pleasure is so exquisite, my vision blanks behind my closed lids.

A tide rushes over me, deafening, and my back arcs. I take Kaushika’s mouth with mine, and our tongues crash into each other with a force, licking and soothing. He smells of rosewood and morning, and his body is slick with sweat against mine. Desire pools in my belly, and he thrusts inside me hard and fast, bruising my lips with his own, his fingers playing with my nipples, then stroking my bud down there, driving me insensate with the assault. His breathing is harsh, his teeth graze my lips, biting, nipping, and his body is trembling. Suddenly I do not know which one of us has won this game. And isn’t that the point of it?

Our lives are a learning of each other, an unlearning of ourselves. His soul is a mirror to mine, our intimacy so linked that it surpasses anything I can explain. It is not merely our lust that threads through this lovemaking. It is the summer days of looking into each other free from the demands that enslave us. It is peace unencumbered by the hold of our identities. We know we have secrets between us, but neither of us keeps them to deceive the other. We keep them because we treasure what we have, before the world attempts to change our hearts. I have made love to several others in my life, but with him, it is merely about our love, with no other agenda attached to it.

I laugh, a rich sound, and Kaushika smiles against my lips.

My hips buck, and he thrusts into me over and over again, fast, sharp bursts. The pressure builds into the power of a volcano, and I am liquid, sliding against him. My thighs shiver uncontrollably—and then, ecstasy erupts through me, bliss soaking me.

We come together, both of us riding the cascading waves of pleasure, while Kaushika’s mouth utters praises of my beauty and strength that I am too pleasured to decipher. I clutch him hard, and I taste the half shock, half joy of his abandon. Kaushika cries out, slumping against me as he finally releases himself.

My pleasure shoots through me, oblivion behind my ears and eyes, in the rhythms of a familiar song. My whole body relaxes violently, the spaces of darkness pouring out of me in blurred astonishment.

For a long minute, neither of us move. I close my eyes and breathe him in. The scent of camphor swirls within me, coiling around my heart. Kaushika’s weight over my body is as recognizable as my most precious jewelry, pieces that I discarded to be with him in such a way. He shifts a little, his arm draped on my breasts like a heavy necklace. I take comfort from him, focusing on the sensation of his skin on mine, Kaushika pulls me closer and nudges my temple with his nose. A sigh of satisfaction escapes him, making strands of my hair flutter.

I steal a sideways glance to see his eyes are closed. His lips are curled in the softest smile. My heartbeat quickens to find him so vulnerable, so relaxed. I want to excite him again, to repeat what we have just done, and do it in another way, over and over again, until we are both senseless. I want to play this game again, a variant of it, this time making him admit that the pleasure he gets from me is a hundredfold what he can give himself. Idly, I conjure up images of all the ways we have yet to discover each other’s body. There is so much yet to teach him. So many toys to use. So many ways to shock him. I draw lazy circles on his arm with my finger, tracing out a pattern of dance, and look outside the window to the breaking dawn.

Streaks of pink paint the horizon, chasing the last stars away. Warmth washes over my naked body as more light floods across the sky, creating a corona around gray clouds. A slight mist lingers in the air, and I can taste it like the freshest nectar. The blessed hour before Surya fully awakens the world rouses my senses, and though I am not ready for the bliss of this moment to end, the rising dawn tells me holding time is impossible.

Without my permission, the golden tether connecting me to the City of Immortals tightens behind my navel. I have been away for too long from Amaravati. This time I have delayed in the mortal world of my own volition instead of a mission I’ve been commanded to accomplish. Homesickness curls through me with suddenness. Can I even return home?

My parting words to Lord Indra after the battle were a promise of my arrival, and I recall Indra’s curt nod to me. Still, I am unsure if his nod meant permission. I have not succeeded in eliminating Kaushika’s threat to the lord yet. For all I know, if I attempted to return, the lord would simply exile me—far from Kaushika, and away from the city too. It is why I have not called Amaravati’s wind, but that the lord has not summoned me either tells me that he is biding his time too.

And what of Shachi, who came to me in the dead of night only two weeks ago? The queen has commanded me to turn Kaushika’s favor toward her in order for her to take the throne from Indra. Shachi could just as easily visit me again, this time demanding answers. What will I tell her? I am caught between the lord and the queen, unable to know whom I must please.

Kaushika would have clarity from me, but I have remained silent on our circumstances, hoping to gain such clarity. Living here with him in stillness has been a quiet rebellion, a slow warfare, radical in its self-preservation, sacred in its gentleness, deliberate in its nourishment. The hut Kaushika and I live in shines with the domestic bliss we have been enjoying since we made up with each other. I know I have not been wrong in embracing this peace. I clutch him, trying to relax and return to the satisfaction of our lovemaking. I turn away from the dawn, hoping to silence the rising nervousness within me. This is enough, I tell myself. For now, this is enough.

But try as I might to stop it, the anxiety that had startled me with Kaushika’s initial question returns. The pleasure from our lovemaking subsides. The dancing motes of sunshine filtering into the hut and the glow of magic I feel inside cage me. An ache takes over my chest, making it hard to breathe, as the darkness of my dream returns, the City of Immortals melting and decaying due to the Vajrayudh.

Kaushika stirs, reading the change in my mood. He arches a brow in a silent question, but I shake my head, offering him a smile. He does not push me to speak. Instead, he lifts his head up from the pillow, and glances beyond me to the window. Then he sighs, knowing that dawn means duties. His eyes linger over my body in appreciation and reverence and the slightest bit of frustration.

“Every morning you make it harder to leave you, apsara,” he says.

“Do not blame me for your choices, sage,” I tease back.

He laughs at that and stretches, dislodging us both from our comfortable positions. Kaushika stands up. I ought to be used to it, with every night of intimacy with this man, yet I cannot help but marvel at the sheer poetry of his body.

His skin is a rich brown, and underneath it the glow of tapasvin magic radiates like a river of fire. Muscles cord his arms and legs in the remembered heritage of his kshatriya upbringing. Kaushika collects his shoulder-length hair into a deft topknot, then gathers a fresh pair of linen pajamas from the shelf next to the bed. He pulls an accompanying kurta over his chest, and the light from his chakras dims slightly, the sapphire blue of the throat softening, the emerald green over his heart shading.

I rise as well, not bothering to dress. Instead, I glide over to him, emphasizing my curves with my movements. He looks every bit a rishi now, with his hair tied up and the unassuming attire hiding his strength, but nothing can obscure the aura of magic around him, which shines as though he is a deva. Still his eyes flare as I stand opposite him. Perhaps he is thinking the same thing I am. How much we appear like the people we are. Ever the apsara. Ever the sage.

Yet I have never been one thing and one thing alone.

I have come through pain and fire to learn who I am over the last many months. I have learned what I am capable of.

Raw tapasvin power rushes through me, mingling with my own celestial magic. Heat enters my throat, and I concentrate, humming a chant. A braiding of luminosity flickers in the air in front of us. Mist forms in the shape of a portal. It is not much, but I hold on to it, willing it to strengthen.

“You amaze me,” Kaushika murmurs. “The kind of power you can wield … I have never encountered it before.”

My lips curve in a smile. His praise warms me, but I am frustrated, too, at my failure. He has been teaching me mortal magic for the last two weeks. I have already learned more runes than I did at the hermitage, along with mantras that even the devas of swarga would envy. This spell, though, I am unable to master. Kaushika has demonstrated many times how to open and close a portal to travel—an enchantment I have only managed once before, when I released Nanda from her curse. Even though I mimic my method from then, using the magic of raw prana woven with the familiar one of Amaravati, the spell takes too much out of me. I grow short of breath. Kaushika steadies me as I sway, but my body cannot contain this much raw force. The tether of Amaravati feeds me celestial power, but I have never been the strongest in capturing wild prana through tapasya. I tremble and let the magic collapse. Mortal and celestial power swirl in me, subsiding slowly.

Kaushika’s fingers curl around my arm, pulling me to him. He reaches his other hand to smooth the wrinkle at my brow. “Do not be disappointed,” he whispers into my hair. “This spell is one of the most difficult ones I have created. No one from the hermitage is capable of it. That you can conjure even this much is incredible. Slow is not failure—it is caution.”

I nod. If I learned how to open a portal at whim, I would not need Indra’s permission to return to Amaravati. I could live my life with Kaushika and replenish my magic at Amaravati without the deva king to stop me. I have not confided my reasons to Kaushika; it is one step away from a discussion of our loyalties I still feel too raw to have, but I know I can’t delay any longer. During our lovemaking, I skirted his questions, not wishing to break the moment of peace, but now that we are ready to face the day, my silence will become tantamount to deception, no matter what I fear. I brace myself.

“You asked me a question before,” I begin. Kaushika brushes my hair, tangling his fingers in it. He cocks his head, studying me, and I am encouraged by his open curiosity. “You asked me if I was content. Before I make up my mind, I must know. Are you content? Do you have what you want?”

Kaushika’s mouth twitches. He strokes my cheek. “You have looked into my lust with your celestial magic, Meneka. You know what I want. We play this game together, do we not? I am not always the victor. You are not always the vanquished. Or have you forgotten what you made me admit only yesterday?”

The memory rises within me, Kaushika sprawled on the cot last afternoon, his arms tied with bands of my magic, his eyes gleaming while I straddled him. I made him spill truths to me then, of his fantasies, of his desires. Of every hidden lust, while I tracked a slow path from his waist down to his legs, taking him in my mouth, but stopping each time he paused speaking. He grins at me now, and I cannot help but flush.

I shake my head, not wanting to be distracted again, even though the temptation is acute.

“That’s not what I mean,” I say. “Our lives here are an extension of our own hearts, in understanding we are better together, that we are powerful and complete in our union. But …”

I trail off, unsure of how to frame my question.

In bringing this matter up I will be breaching an unsaid line between us. Kaushika and I have deliberately not spoken about the war between him and Indra. I have not asked him about his whereabouts when he leaves the hut, and he has not asked me about mine.

We have been cautious, speaking of academic, philosophical matters instead of anything substantial. I have told him of Indra and Amaravati, but it has been in the form of childhood stories, my grudging reverence for the lord clear. He has listened silently and thoughtfully, making no pronouncements of his own ire with the lord.

In our own way we have tried to build a bridge between our differences, hoping to learn of each other while we live together. Perhaps, like me, he fears a misunderstanding born of haste. Perhaps, like me, he does not wish to lie. But he still broached it this morning. Kaushika has shown me he is ready. I cannot be a coward.

I inhale, trying to find the right words. “I know you leave to perform your tapasya every morning. But it is not simply to restore your magic, is it?”

“It is not,” Kaushika answers slowly. “I am unmaking the meadow too.”

My eyes widen at that, and I can’t help but smile. Kaushika created his meadow to threaten Amaravati. If he is destroying it, it is a step in the right direction for him to keep his promise to me. That he will not harm my city or my kin. That he will not harm my sisters. Could it be that I have convinced him to forgo battle with Indra, with my stories and reverence for the lord? I have been delaying this conversation for nothing.

I close the distance between us, energized. “Then your vow to find salvation for King Satyavrat’s soul,” I say. “Have you given that up?”

Kaushika’s gaze grows wary, but he touches my cheek. “You know I cannot give that up, Meneka. I am simply looking for a different way to fulfill it. I think I might have found it.”

I want to ask him what that way is, but already we have spoken about this more than we have so far. His eyes drift to the lightning-bolt blade that I threatened him with not two weeks ago. It is encased in cloth now, sitting upon one of the shelves, but nothing can mask its glow. Kaushika did not ask me where I got it, no doubt thinking it a spoil of war, but his vow to save the king’s soul and have it enter swarga despite Lord Indra’s refusal led to our first alienation. It led to the creation of an alternate heaven, one that was deemed an abomination even by other sages. It caused a catastrophic battle in the same forest where we reside now. His vow was the reason I threatened him with the blade, extracting a vow of my own, that he would not hurt my kin anymore.

I see the hesitation on Kaushika’s face, the resignation, as though he is steeling himself for an argument and then an inevitable final goodbye. Whatever prompted his earlier question, it is clear he is as nervous about breaking our peace as I am. It scares me, despite the progress we have already made by speaking. I do not wish to rush into this indelicately, so I back off. I navigate us to safer waters.

“Once you have achieved this vow,” I ask, “what then?”

He looks taken aback. Then his face relaxes.

“After I achieve it, I will seek enlightenment like those of my kind. I will continue being a rishi.”

“But what kind of a rishi?” I insist. It is a fine distinction, but I attended the Mahasabha with him. I saw the different cadres of sages, those who chose to live an ascetic life and those who participated in the world to benefit their own agendas. I expect Kaushika to give me another nonchalant answer—but instead his mouth grows serious and he steps back from me.

He gazes outside the window, but I can tell he is really staring into himself. Sunlight gleams into the cottage, and the first flush of sweltering heat sweeps in, making me sweat.

When Kaushika finally speaks, his voice is slow. “I have contemplated this question a long time. I thought I knew the answer in all those years of arduous meditation. It is why I sought the path I did. Why I built my hermitage around the principles of Shiva. But then …” He looks toward me, and in his eyes, I see humility and a buried surprise. “Then,” Kaushika says, “I met you.”

A fluttering takes over my chest. “What do you mean?”

He pulls me closer, his thumbs whispering over my bare shoulders. “Rishis are meant to acquire the knowledge of the cosmos. That is what I intended to find—and still do through my enlightenment. But I used to be guided by power. Now I want to be guided by love. By knowing what is just. I’m not sure how to do it, and if my actions now will help with this. But all I can do is try. That is what I attempt with my tapasya now, seeking to understand more, even as I feel the pull of my karmic vow to Satyavrat.”

These last phrases invite more questions. I know I should inquire about them. Yet there will be time enough later. It is a victory that we have begun to speak of it; there is no need to dive headlong into a rift like we did once already.

I fold myself within his embrace, then rise on my tiptoes to brush my lips against his. Kaushika whispers to me that he will be back as soon as he can. I follow him to the threshold and watch him go, soaked in sunshine.

Only when he is out of sight do I turn around.

The hut is a few spans wide, with the cot Kaushika and I share and a few shelves lining the wall adjacent to the window. Pots, pans, and instruments of everyday use sit alongside several neat pairs of clothing. Nearly all of them are from the hermitage or from Kaushika’s own stores, and all are simple and unpretentious as befits a yogi, but I approach the package tucked among my clothes that contains apsara raiment.

I bring the slim package to the cot, opening it for the first time in days. The smoothest silk whispers between my fingers, its texture like running water. The sari is gossamer thin and made of dreams, its color iridescent, one moment a startling green, another a fiery gold. Jewels accompany the sari, drenched in Amaravati’s magic. My tether flares inside me, responding to the power. The garments and jewels are so beautiful, they shine in the cottage in their own light, making everything around them look dim.

Almost guiltily, I inhale the perfume they exude. Flowers and incense, lightning and kumkum. These are presents from home, a gift—no, an instruction—from Queen Shachi. I have not dared to let Kaushika know of them. So far, these have been hidden among my things, covered by illusion, yet with the nightmare still echoing in my mind, I long to feel their familiarity. Bands of longing and homesickness wrap around my chest as I let the jewels trickle through my fingers.

Admiring these ornaments feels like a betrayal of everything Kaushika and I have built here. I am not the same apsara who knelt before Lord Indra, begging to live in Amaravati, and choosing to go on a final mission to seduce a sage out of desperation. I fought to be here, to live in peace, to choose my love. I danced in front of the gods and stopped a battle between the mortal and immortal realms. I was blessed by Shiva, the Destroyer. I found completion.

Why do I fear telling Kaushika the truth then? It is true that he has proven himself reckless and dangerous in the past; it is a reason why I am approaching this carefully. Yet is that not a disservice to how far we have come? If I am not the same woman who set out on a mission to seduce a sage, then Kaushika is not the same man, intent on destroying heaven. His unmaking of the meadow is sign enough; it is one I have unconsciously been waiting for. I tuck the jewels back, resolving to speak openly with Kaushika when he returns. I will tell him about Shachi, and how she sent halahala to his hermitage. I will tell him about Indra hoarding celestial magic, and how I took back Amaravati’s power even after he cut me away from them. These are secrets I have not dared utter to anyone, but with Kaushika I must make an exception.

“It is better with him,” I whisper, the same words I admitted during our lovemaking. “It is always better with him.”

I spin the illusion back. After all this care so far, it would not do to have Kaushika stumble on it without my explanation. I am just putting the finishing touches on the illusion when a vision sparks through me. A familiar clifftop beckons, the vision lasting only for an instant, but my breath hitches in fear. It is a summons. One I have been expecting. One I have been dreading.

Only another celestial would call me this way; only someone wishing for a report. I come to myself, staring around the hut. My hand drifts to the heavenly clothes I have just hidden, but I retract it. If I am being called for a meeting, then there will be an expectation to dress in a particular way, but I cannot let any agent think that I am dissatisfied with my life here. I have a rare and precious thing with Kaushika, not merely the peace we share, but an ability to be free for a time from future missions, from Indra’s retribution and Shachi’s machinations. I cannot let any celestial forget what I have gained.

I hurry to dress, but eschew the clothing that would brand me Shachi’s plaything. I reach for the simplest pajamas and kurta, akin to a yogi.

I only make one concession to my attire. Unlike Kaushika, I do not tie my hair into a topknot. Instead, I let my raven locks run free, stopping only to tuck the crescent wooden comb in my hair, a gift from Kaushika that once belonged to him.

The instant I wear it, prana courses through me like a fresh breeze.

The comb is no ordinary ornament. It is an amulet Kaushika himself made that is as powerful as any jewel from swarga. Once I thought the comb contained mortal magic, but I have learned since then that the comb is an amplifier, just like the jewels from Amaravati that allow an apsara to pull more magic from heaven. The amulet takes one’s own wild prana and helps to guide it. The use and direction of it depends on the practitioner.

I think back to the times the amulet responded to me—when I first made a true rune, and when I lit a lake up on that fateful night I meant to seduce Kaushika. Each of those times, my magic bloomed because of my love for him. I wear the comb now, warm and secure in knowing that he has given me a part of himself to keep forever.

Fully dressed, I finally leave the cottage to make my way toward the same clifftop where I once made my reports to Rambha. The day is clear, Surya spreading his warmth across the mortal realm, reminding me that he sees it all and—if he wishes to—could inform Indra of my actions. I spin a ward around myself, uttering a chant from the hermitage, so I cannot be spied upon. I trek through the woods, climbing up the small hill, wending my way along a path that is familiar.

I expect to see an agent waiting, but I am the first to arrive. I settle down on a rock, staring at the glistening river flowing underneath. Memory washes over me of all that has occurred at this very clifftop, within these woods. My encounter with Shiva, the battle that decided Kaushika’s fate and Indra’s direction, even the clarity of Rambha. This place has witnessed too much.

How different my life has become in such a short time. I have come to a deep understanding of my own power, but there is still so much to learn about the magic I wield. No immortal has done tapasvin magic before, just as no mortal can do celestial magic. I alone am capable of combining the two into a braiding of unified power, and though Kaushika has tried to help me understand it, he has simply explained it as power being power. He is amazed by my ability, but he does not question it, merely acknowledges it as my due.

I shake my head, vexed with his adoration of me, yet charmed by it. Kaushika accepts me as I am, but this combined power I use separates me not just from my kin, but from him too. I must know—how is it that I can do such a magic? Is this why I was able to snatch back Amaravati’s power despite Indra cutting me from it? Will the agent from Indra come now, demanding to know about this ability? Or will the agent be Shachi’s? Indra is a known threat, but Shachi lurks in the shadows, dangerous beyond reckoning. I have disobeyed them both by living my life in peace in the last few weeks.

My fingers worry the hem of my kurta, and noticing the movement, I still myself.

I have agonized over Shachi’s instruction. The queen commanded me to turn Kaushika toward war with Indra again. To seduce him so he would join her in overthrowing the lord from his heaven, so she may sit on the throne. She is the most powerful devi there is, and though her instructions worried me, I feel compelled by her too. I recall growing up in her gardens, tugging on her sari for the sweetmeats she’d bring apsara girls. Shachi is the only mother I have ever known, a part of my own divinity. She has told me of her anger toward Indra, and it is an anger I share. She protected Sundari and Magadhi, two other apsaras that were sent to seduce Kaushika. If not for her, they would have suffered Nanda’s fate, cursed to be frozen as rock for a thousand years. Indra forsook the apsaras, but Shachi sheltered them. Why do I feel so conflicted between her and Indra, then? Does she not deserve my loyalty? The choice between them should be so easy.

Still, I cannot forget the method of her warfare. Halahala that nearly killed Kaushika, me, and so many other mortals. The underlying threat that I would suffer if I failed her. Her words reducing me to her weapon.

I drum my fingers on my knee. Kaushika searches for a way to fulfill his vow without needing war. He told me he wanted to be guided by love. What do I want?

Magic awakens in me, and a familiar breeze prickles my skin. I stand up and straighten my shoulders, trying to banish my doubts. I smooth my face, wishing not to give anything away. Yet I find my doubts melting when I see who it is. A smile breaks through me. She is here, my sister and friend, arrived from heaven.
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CHAPTER 2

Nanda looks glorious.

Her sari is a luminous yellow, reflecting the dawn. Her blouse is an amber shield, with patterns of roaring animals that seem to leap from her chest like powerful illusions. Jewels cover her from head to toe. The sparkling maang-tikka trailing down her forehead. The long jhumkas dangling from her ears. Pearl necklaces, and chiming bangles, and gleaming anklets that blink in the sunshine. Even her makeup is jewel-encrusted. Her large eyes are limned with gold, and her lips are coated with a dusting of crushed diamonds. She has always been lovely, wielding her beauty craftily; it is what made her one of swarga’s elite apsaras. Now she looks like she is on a mission.

She envelops me in her arms, her hug tight enough to make me gasp. Magic swirls from her jewels, and envy startles me. Each of her adornments can channel swarga’s power. The jewels are so potent, I could use Amaravati’s magic from them myself if I tried. How much would I be able to do if I were the one wearing them? I try to dismiss the uncharitable thought. Relinquishing my jewels in the mortal realm was my own choice. Nanda’s last foray here caused her great pain, and I know she is dressed this way as a defense against any unseen threat. I squeeze her tight, letting relief flood me that it is Nanda who is here, and not someone else. We are united by our experiences—both of us sent to seduce Kaushika, both of us once forsaken by Indra, both of us on the wrong side of heaven’s war. With her, I can be myself.

She draws back and pinches my cheek. “Such simplicity you’ve embraced in the mortal realm, sister,” she teases, her eyes twinkling as she studies my attire. “Don’t tell me that your love has turned you this modest? Though I expect an ascetic sage would be too much of a prude for anything else …”

Nanda does not speak only of my clothes. She has guessed at the sexual pleasures Kaushika and I give each other. For someone like Nanda, the game Kaushika and I play is likely too simple. I blush, but I meet her gaze. I cannot let her—or anyone else—define my intimacy with Kaushika. The two of us will come to discovering each other on our own terms. So what if we’re starting slow? I know Nanda does not mean to criticize, but still I feel the pinch. I no longer rely simply on celestial power, and that has made me an aberration as much as my role in the war has. I am a deviant apsara. A rebel apsara. I am different from my sisters in so many ways. Her words only heighten my sense of loneliness.

“Maybe he is not the prude,” I say lightly, shrugging one shoulder. “Maybe it is me, this time.”

Nanda laughs at that, the sound raucous. “Oh dear,” she says. “If the mortal realm has changed you this much, then it might be time to return. You can’t tell me you don’t miss it, Meneka! Surely life with one man forever, no matter how powerful, cannot be enough for an apsara’s desires!”

A huff of laughter escapes me this time, though her words cast a shadow in my heart. Domestic bliss notwithstanding, for the last two weeks, a restlessness has lived within me. I have longed for the familiarity of home again, for Indra’s heaven. I have felt guilty that I should want it after everything that has happened. Perhaps that is another reason why I haven’t allowed myself to speak with Kaushika about everything we must confront, attempting to balance my desire to stay with him with my desire to return home. I have not wanted to appear dissatisfied with what we have. After all, he has been making sacrifices for me. He has not yet returned to the hermitage.

Nanda watches me closely, and I smile again, this time with more sincerity. I remind myself that I should not take offense at her words. This is Nanda through and through, irreverent and rowdy and titillating all at once. There is a reason she was sent to seduce Kaushika in the first instance, with her easy smiles and her enviable ability to be instantly likable.

Yet I see the way her fingers move ceaselessly, ready to unleash illusions. I see her restless actions, the constant swinging of her braided hair, the tapping of her feet, the way she nervously arranges and rearranges the pallu of her sari. Where once she taught me the importance of stillness for a dancer, to have control over our limbs, it is as though she suddenly needs to remind herself that she can move.

A quiet sadness wrenches through me to see the horror lurking under her callous salacity. Only a few months ago, Nanda was cursed by Kaushika to become an inanimate object for a thousand years. It was my magic that released her from such a terrible fate, allowing her to return to heaven. We had once been student and teacher, but after everything we endured together, I feel much closer, sisters in every meaning of the word. I understand the distress she tries to hide.

I pull her down next to me. “Are you well?” I ask carefully.

Nanda simply tilts her head. “Well enough,” she says. “I should ask you the same. Your life here … Are you content?”

I am amazed to hear her ask the same question Kaushika did. Then I understand it for the gentle rebuff it is.

Nanda cares about me, but she does not wish to speak to me about her healing from Kaushika’s curse. She knows I love him. She knows I have chosen him. It is her love for me that stays her tongue, resorting only to these innuendos and hints, and I am grateful for it. I don’t wish to hear open recriminations regarding my lover—not when our love is so young. She is telling me with her questions that her pain is hers alone, locked underneath the memory of the curse.

I sigh inwardly.

“Well enough,” I say echoing her, but then my brows crinkle in worry. “Tell me the city is safe, Nanda. I dreamed of Amaravati decaying, and I know it is because of the Vajrayudh.” The celestial event that occurs every thousand years is nearly at swarga’s doorstep, merely three months away. When it falls, all beings of heaven will grow weaker. “Tell me that the city is preparing for it,” I urge. “Tell me my dreams are merely dreams.”

“Would that I could,” Nanda replies, a frown marring her face. “Amaravati is more fragile than ever. Mortals do not pray to Indra like they once did, and there have been asura incursions in the city of late too, though none near the palace, thank the lord.”

I bite my lip in unease. That mortals feel ill will toward Indra is not surprising; Indra has done little in recent times to earn their love. But asura incursions … Asuras are demons of the hellish realm, natural enemies of the celestials. Perhaps it should not be surprising that they sensed weakness in the city and are striking now, but Indra should still be able to protect the realm. He is the father of heaven. How weak has he become since I last saw him?

“Is that why you’re here now. Did Indra ask you to meet me?” I study her clothes more intently and frown. “He did not send you for another mission this soon, did he?”

Nanda shakes her head, and I exhale, relieved. “The lord ignores me,” she says, bitterness twisting her mouth. “I dance in his court, I perform the most pious prayers, I visit his temples within Amaravati regularly. But he does not care. It is as if I was in the mortal realm, living with his enemy.”

After the battle, Lord Indra and I parted in near hostility, though I protected him with my actions as much as I did Kaushika. I have not had to endure living near the lord after such resentment, but I know it cannot be easy for Nanda. The lord’s presence is embedded within the dust of Amaravati. If he has been neglecting her so badly, then the very air is likely difficult to breathe.

“The lord is callous as a matter of habit,” I say. “But what of your other sisters, those in your cohort? Titollama and Urvashi and Dhriti. They were close to you when I was still in training. Surely they are happy to see you safe.”

Nanda’s face falls. She shakes her head. “They are angry with me,” she whispers. Her fists clench in her sari, and it takes her a moment to master herself.

I do not pursue further. I
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