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by Mary Anne Mohanraj

PART I

1948

AARTI DUCKED INTO THE Bird and Babe, hoping that she wasn’t too late to snag her favorite corner for lunch. Thankfully, it was free—the Inklings hadn’t descended on it yet with their smeared manuscripts and typical high spirits. They’d probably be in soon—it was Tuesday, after all—but if she were firmly ensconced, then perhaps they would let her keep it and find somewhere else for their literary endeavors.

She slid onto the bench beside the fireplace, thankful for the heat. After three years in Oxford, she still hadn’t adapted to the dampness of English winters. A nasty February drizzle fell on the cobbled streets outside, and she shrugged off her soggy coat with relief. The dark, panelled walls added to the coziness of the room, and for a moment, she could forget England, forget Oxford, maybe even forget that her heart was breaking.

The server came over to wipe down the table. “It’s good to see you, Miss Aarti. How’s the painting going?” He’d seen her in here with paint-smeared fingers often enough.

“Fine, John, fine. Just had a show, actually.” Her first gallery show, which should have been a triumph. Aarti was studying astronomy because that’s what her father expected of her, what her scholarship was for, the scholarship that had brought an Indian woman all the way to England, where she could be a prodigy, a curiosity. A woman at Oxford was rare enough, though more common since the War had taken so many brave young men. A brown woman at Oxford was unheard of. She loved astronomy—the first time one of her teachers had let her look through a telescope at the Moon, she had gasped in wonder. But Aarti had a second passion: She loved to paint. Her family hadn’t taken it seriously, but in this town, at least a few people thought she had real talent. Did she have to pick between the glory of the stars and the glory of paint on canvas? Couldn’t she have both?

“Where’s your young man?” John didn’t mean to be cruel—he was just used to seeing her come in with Raj. Aarti had never actually been in a pub by herself, and Appa would be furious if he saw—but she was twenty years old now, and her father was in Bombay. She didn’t really care what he would think.

“He’s gone, John. Gone for good this time.” Raj had never found it easy, putting up with Aarti’s sharp tongue, but their families had been pushing the match hard, and there weren’t that many reasonable prospects for a boy like him in Oxford. Even fewer for her, of course. And they’d had art in common, at least—attended lectures together, painted dozens of dour English landscapes side by side. But eventually, she abandoned the English landscapes, and started painting her work instead. Galaxies and constellations bloomed across the canvas. The rings of Saturn, the moons of Jupiter.

And the Moon—oh, Aarti loved to paint the Moon in all Her phases, the craters and mountains. Mare Imbrium, Mare Serenitatis, Mare Tranquilitatis. Mare Crisium, also called the Sea of Crises. Mons Pico, Mons Argaeus. And the craters: Aristarchus, Boussingault, Copernicus—she memorized a host of them, from a to zed. Zagut.

Copernicus, Tycho, and Kepler’s bright rays were a pleasure to paint, and she couldn’t resist the Alpine Valley, Bay of Rainbows, and the Straight Wall. But Aarti had her personal favorites, too—Mons Argaeus sat between Serenitatis and Tranquilitatis, on their eastern border. She painted it over and over again, drawn to it for reasons she could not name, and with each repetition the work improved. Another layer of paint, or perhaps a scraping away, highlighting the curve of a dark sea, the play of light and shadow on mountain rise.

At first Aarti painted the images as if from a ship, circling the Moon, gazing upon Her. But over time the perspective shifted, until at last it was as if you walked the surface yourself, and the mountain rose before you in edged chiaroscuro.

As it turned out, other people loved her Moon paintings, too. As time went on, Aarti’s work started getting more recognition, and Raj’s didn’t. He couldn’t stand it. Their last fight had been an ugly one, on the steps of the gallery, in full earshot of dozens of people.

Everything is about you, isn’t it? Aarti Aarti Aarti.

Not everything. Just this! Why can’t you just be happy for me?

Why can’t you be like other women, and support your man? Is this what it’s going to be like when we’re married?

I can’t help it if I’m better than you!

Raj turned and walked away, leaving Aarti standing there in the rain, knowing it was over. She shouldn’t have said that last. Her mother always said her tongue would get her into trouble. But was she expected to bridle it for the entire length of her marriage? Amma would undoubtedly say yes.

Aarti met John’s eyes and said quietly, “Raj and I are over.”

John clucked his tongue in sympathy. “Sorry to hear that, lass. Chin up—you’re pretty enough to find yourself another man soon. Plenty of fish in the sea.”

Did people really say that? Apparently, but she wouldn’t complain as long as John fetched her drink. He brought it quickly enough, but his hand brushed against hers on the table as he set it down. She pulled back, setting her spine against the corner of the fireplace; John wandered away without saying anything else.

Maybe she shouldn’t be in here on her own. John was handsome, but the last thing she needed was to start something with a white man. If her father got word of it, he’d never let her stay at Oxford, and if Aarti couldn’t have Raj, she could at least have her degree. With it, she could go home and get a teaching job, finally get some independence from her family. It’d probably be basic mathematics taught to schoolgirls instead of serious astronomy, which would break her heart. But it was better than being forced into a loveless marriage. Just one more year … Aarti’s fingers curved around the stemmed glass, tightening. She would survive this.

Loud voices from the hall—the Inklings had arrived, inevitably. Aarti braced to repulse their invasion.

“Lewis, do you regret agreeing to the debate with that woman? She demolished your arguments regarding naturalism and the possibility of human reason rather handily, I’m afraid.”

“Let’s not discuss it, please. I have some new chapters of my Aslan story that I’d like you to look at—Miss? Miss, are you not feeling well?”

“I’m fine,” Aarti wanted to snap, wanted to demand that they simply leave her alone with the sherry she hoped to drown her sorrows in. She would have said that, but the room was spinning strangely. Aarti tried to stand up, but that was a mistake. The room tilted and fell away, and she fell with it, into the arms of one of them—Lewis, Tolkien? The pale face blurred and darkness descended.
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The ceiling fan spun lazily overhead, above the tent of white mosquito netting enclosing the large four-poster bed. A lizard skittered across the ceiling, and for a moment, Aarti wanted nothing more than to lie there, watching it go.

She had been lying in this bed for too long. The day had slipped away, like so many other days, and the Moon would be rising outside the window. Aarti pushed herself up, wincing at the pain in her arms, the pain that throbbed across her body. Every inch of skin ached. Her arms, her legs, her entire body was swathed in bandages, everything but her face; she was sure her family would insist on covering that, too, if they could get away with it. Aarti wore a length of fabric wrapped over her head, like a hood, although it did little to disguise her condition. Her parents had been appalled when the English boat brought their daughter home, whimpering and twisting in the grip of the alien virus. It had almost killed her, but not quite. Aarti couldn’t help thinking that it would have been easier for them if she had died—after all, her father had bluntly said so.

A dead daughter was easier to explain to the neighbors than one whose skin turned a sickly gray, erupting in strange protuberances, sunken craters. Her hair fell out entirely, and her head swelled to almost twice its size, grown round and bulbous, like no human on this Earth. A few of the craters painfully oozed fluids that would surely contaminate anyone who came into contact with her. That was what her father believed, her mother, the temple priests brought in to consult, the astrologer who cast her horoscope again, with every prediction gone dark. Her brother cast a last look at Aarti as they quickly shuffled him out of the room—all the gods forbid that the little prince should be put at any risk!

You cannot be near Kish, her mother said. No parting kiss on Aarti’s forehead from the woman who had borne her, raised her. Aarti’s sharp tongue had won her no fondness, no kindness that might soften the goodbyes. Pray—pray that the gods will forgive you for what you have done, for the bitterness in your heart that has laid you open to this. Her mother’s prayers, her father’s curses—the last words Aarti heard as they fled, leaving her alone with two servants to see to her needs in this big, lonely house.

Manju would be in soon to change Aarti’s bandages and slather a homemade turmeric poultice over the open sores, as if it would help. But for now, Aarti hobbled over to the window, each step a misery. She pushed the shutters open, letting moonlight and the scent of jasmine flood into the room. She had never been much of one for praying, but in the weeks since her parents’ departure, she had tried praying to every god she knew of. Vishnu, Shiva, Brahma, Saraswati, Lakshmi, Ganesha—a long litany of them. She’d tried praying to the Christian god, too, just in case, but no luck there, either.

She had also tried to work, but the pain made it hard to think, to run through even the simplest calculations. No chance now of finishing her degree—but at least no one would be trying to force her into a marriage. The virus had saved her that, at least! But it had also driven away any chance of friendship, of love, of family. Only servants were left to her, paid handsomely to endure her gross and repugnant form.

The only consolation Aarti found now was in moments like this, when she could gaze at the Moon, so bright, so far away, could dream herself gone, away from here. From this place where she must wear mask and hood to dare walk to market, flanked by a phalanx of watchful servants to guard her from abuse. Or to guard the residents of Bombay from her contagion. Who could say? Even her servants—Manju, Yajnadar—watched her with pitying eyes. They patiently tolerated her bitter outbursts, and she Could. Not. Stand. It.

Aarti closed her eyes against the brightness, flung her arms wide, heedless of the pain that cracked through her. She wished desperately to be gone, to be anywhere but here, to be there, on the Moon, finally alone …

She opened her eyes. Rocks and nothing else, as far as the eye could see. Her room was gone, her bed, the garden with its bougainvillea and hibiscus. Colors bleached away, all whites and grays—except there, overhead, a gibbous blue glory hanging in the sky. The Earth, four times bigger in appearance than the Moon appeared from Earth, and so much brighter and sharper than Aarti would have expected, with swirls of white clouds, distinct to her eye. But the greater miracle than all of that—there was no pain. For the first time in months, her body felt no pain. Nothing else mattered.

[image: Scene break image]

Aarti danced, joyfully and spectacularly, bounding higher than she ever could have under the rules of her home world’s gravity. She danced under the earthlight, the Moon’s landscape bathed in a dim bluish-white twilight. Brighter than the light of a full moon, but still night-like. Aarti didn’t understand how she could be here, on what was clearly the Moon, in the shadow of her beloved Mons Argaeus, how she could breathe—though did she actually breathe? Aarti felt no breath leaving her body or entering it again.

Yet that didn’t seem to matter. Her body was her own again. Aarti’s skin was still gray and cratered, her head still swollen. But the pain was gone, and in its place, a strange new awareness. It was almost as if her body, her skin, carried a map of the Moon on it. She could feel the impact of tiny meteorites on the Moon’s surface, like monsoon rains hitting parched land. If Aarti closed her eyes and stretched out her arms, she could feel the dust of the Moon collected on the tiny hairs of her skin, warning her of the tiniest disturbance.

Much of what she experienced was what she might have expected if she had ever dared to dream of actually visiting the Moon. But there were surprises, too—from her telescope, the Moon had looked rough and jagged, but here on the surface, the Moon revealed Herself to be soft and round and welcoming. Another surprise was a buffeting of wind from the sun that varied in its force, but was quite palpable. Did this solar wind visit the Earth as well? Did Earth’s atmosphere shield it? Aarti didn’t know, but she gloried a little in knowing something about the Moon that the Earth’s most respected astronomers couldn’t dream of. Her discovery, and hers alone! She could feel the sun’s light, too—sunlight bathed the light side of the Moon, with the added glow of reflected earthshine. It surrounded her now, inviting her to ecstatic communion.

That would have been enough—more than enough! But it got better. When Aarti spun barefoot in the gray dust, her sari skirts flying and her arms flung wide, color streamed from her fingertips. They had gone long and strange, thinned to filaments—brushes, the finest brushes she could imagine. All Aarti had to do was think it, and the color changed—azure, ultramarine, indigo. Verdigris and malachite, orpiment and vermilion. No clogging of the brush, no weary soaking in turpentine, just a pure rush of color, translating the images in her mind directly onto the air. And then fading again—oh, that was a sadness, seeing her creations disappear into the lunar haze. Cats and castles, mountains and monkeys, here one moment and gone the next.

Still, when she’d been granted such gifts, it seemed churlish to complain. Aarti danced and painted for hours on end; she felt no hunger in her belly. It was like a dream, yet it felt more real than any moment of her life thus far. This was her true life; she would stay here forever.

If only she had a chair, comfortable, to sit in, to gaze at the Earth hanging overhead. Painting was a little tiring, as if it drew from her inner self; a chair would be nice to rest in. Aarti painted it, a sturdy English chair, cushioned and wing-backed, upholstered in buttoned-down brown leather—oh, how scandalized she’d been, the first time she’d sat down in a leather chair! Not that she’d ever been a good Hindu, but still. She painted the chair with fierce concentration, every ounce of longing she had rising up and flowing out through her fingertips. When she finished, she took a step back, admiring its smooth and gracious lines, waiting for it to fade.

It didn’t fade. It sat there, a little squat, quite solid. Aarti stared at it, waiting—but it stayed, as solid as her own hand. Until finally, she couldn’t bear it anymore, and flung her body into the chair, and oh, oh—it felt so good, the soft leather pressing against her pocked skin, like a lover might.

Not that she and Raj had ever gone that far; even she had not been so daring. But they had kissed, under the gray arches of Oxford, and his hands had moved, urgent, on her waist, her hips. We will be married soon, he’d said. Aarti hadn’t quite trusted his promises, though; she had been right to be suspicious. But the chair—oh, the chair did love her. It had stayed for her, but why? Because she had wanted it so? Perhaps. She would have to explore her powers further—

—but then the Moon fell away, and Aarti found herself back in her room. The sun was rising outside her window; pain pulsed through her once more. Aarti fell to her knees and wailed her fury to the uncaring world, tears streaming down cratered gray skin. Amma would have told her to behave better, but why shouldn’t Aarti make a spectacle of herself?

There was no one here who would care.
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PART II

1958

HER SECOND NIGHT ON the Moon, Aarti wept with relief. Soundless sobs fell to briefly dampen the silvery dust, then quickly disappeared. Aarti spent that day in tortured misery, called Manju an idiot and Yaj a fool, driven almost mad in her terror that the previous night’s visit to the Moon had been only the briefest of dreams. Aarti hadn’t been able to sleep that night, and had finally knocked back three shots of whiskey; those hit her like a hammer, sending her to sleep at last. To awaken, thank all the gods, in her beautiful black-and-white world.

Since then, night after night, month after month, Aarti went to the Moon. She couldn’t go every night—the Moon rose and set on its own cycle of twenty-four hours and forty-nine minutes, so there were terrible weeks when it was up only during the day. As long as the sun shone in the sky, Aarti seemed tied to the Earth, and all her Moon-gazing and wishing did nothing to lift her to the skies. Eventually the Moon cycled around again to rise at night, and then she was gone, like a shot, to her starlit haven.

Aarti lived through her days in a daze, prompted by the servants to wash and dress and feed her pain-wracked body. They kept trying to get her to go out and about, at least to walk in the garden.

Aarti snapped at Manju: “Don’t you understand—I’m tired! I have to rest, you stupid woman.”

“Yes, Aartibai. But the doctor said—”

“I don’t give a damn what the doctor said. Get out of here, and shut the damned door. Leave the bottle. Let me sleep!”

Manju was old enough to be her mother, and deserved more respect. In the old days, Aarti would have been appalled by anyone who treated a servant so poorly, but the constant pain had worn away at her patience, turning her into a darker, more bitter version of herself. Her father would be shocked by how her language had degraded, which gave Aarti a certain sour pleasure.

Her parents had come to visit, a few days after they’d moved out. When Aarti’s father didn’t embrace her, didn’t kiss both cheeks as he normally would, Aarti felt the rejection like blows to her face. He kept his eyes down, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of his daughter now, and muttered, “Cover up! Why aren’t you properly covered?” Aarti pulled the dopatta more carefully over her bald scalp, as if the thin chiffon could somehow disguise her head’s massive size.

Her mother didn’t even come into the room, too terrified of contagion. She spoke to Aarti from the veranda, through the wood latticework window, and had nothing but lectures for her. “You must go to temple and pray. Minita Aunty says that she knows a girl who was cured of this affliction after spreading turmeric paste on her stomach for a full year and bathing in the waters of the Ganges. Of course, now the rules are stricter, and they wouldn’t let you bathe there, but I think the turmeric was the real thing. Maybe if you mixed it with ginger, and drank some, too—very healthy, you know!”

It was torture, listening to them. What was worse was when they stopped coming. The last thing they told her was that her little brother, Kish, was married now, to a girl Aarti had gone to school with. Niru had a cow-face, Aarti had always thought, which went along nicely with her cowlike placidity. Kish must love Niru’s dull and tranquil nature, though it undoubtedly also pricked his pride that his wife was barely passable to look at.

Aarti had been more beautiful than Niru. Was more beautiful still, on the Moon, when she wanted to be. It had taken time, to learn how to change her own form. At first, Aarti had had to fight for it. She’d started with a mirror, tall and freestanding—she couldn’t paint what she couldn’t see. Then she worked, standing in front of it, painting new features on her face over and over again with an effort that exhausted her, dropped her to her shaking knees. It took hours to make the smallest of changes—to adjust the curve of cheek, or shape of lip. Worse, when she left the Moon and then returned, it all had to be done over again. Her body seemed more resistant to conscious change than anything she painted in the air. It took months, in fact. But eventually, Aarti fought through, learned how to change her Moon body to suit her desire. She had no shortage of time, after all.

Aarti reshaped herself to a face and form that would have stopped Raj in the street. Voluptuous as the heroine of one of the films from the cinema halls; Yaj brought back posters and plastered them up in the kitchen with Manju’s approval. Her mother had always said Aarti didn’t have enough backside to wear a sari properly, that the fabric looked like it was about to fall off. Well, not anymore. Aarti boasted kohl-darkened eyes, a symmetrical face, glowing brown skin, diaphanous clothes that clung to heavily rounded breasts and hips—hips that swung with every barefoot step. Aarti had no need for sandals on her Moon; her steps glided through the dust, never turning on a stone or stumbling on a pebble. The Moon would never hurt her.

Her second year on the Moon, Aarti lived in that Raj-envied form, exploring her glorious isolation as a goddess of the Moon. She crisscrossed the landscape, exploring every feature she had heard of, and so many that she hadn’t. Mostly she walked, though eventually Aarti learned that if she focused her attention on a part of the geography she knew well, she would soon find herself there. Her sense of body would dissolve around her, and the Moon’s body, which was already always superimposed on her own, took its place. Then her body re-formed in the new location, as if it had always been there, as if no time had passed at all. Not that Aarti could tell for certain—no watch she wore ever worked on the Moon.

The third year, Aarti turned to other faces, other figures. She let her skin go pale and white, lightened her hair to a sunny blonde, and reshaped her figure to that of a tall, Nordic Amazon. Amusing enough, but light skin would win her no privilege on the Moon, and soon enough, Aarti abandoned it. She went darker instead, a glorious dark brown that would have set her mother screeching, demanding to know why Aarti had dared to leave the house without her protective parasol. Back when her mother had cared what happened to her.

Once, Aarti tried walking the Moon as a man, but that felt so foreign, so wrong, so offensive, that she abandoned it almost immediately. She could, perhaps, have been a man on Earth. An astronomer, a professor at Oxford, a famous artist—the world would have opened up to her. But the Moon was female, a woman’s domain—it always had been, in all the old stories, its tides defining a woman’s flow. Aarti felt sure that she would never have been allowed to visit as a man—men were simply not welcome on the Moon. So Aarti went back to a woman’s form, to her own form, more or less. A better version of her former self.

Over time, some of the details slipped away. There was no Raj here to taunt with her unavailable beauty, no men at all to perform for. It had grown easy now, to reshape her face and body, but why bother? There were much more interesting things to do on the Moon. A decade slid by, almost without notice.
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Sometimes Aarti couldn’t believe that ten years had passed; the time had disappeared in the blink of an eye. Earth was growing ever more cruel to jokers. At times, Yaj did manage to chivvy her into going outside. Aarti wrapped herself thoroughly in the robes the Indian government required, affixed jangling bells to her ankles proclaiming “plague carrier.” They walked, slowly, through the streets surrounding her home; Yaj ignored her hobbling steps, yet was always ready with an arm to brace her, should she stumble. He wanted to take her to the city gardens, the market. Yaj wanted her to join the crowds celebrating Holi in the streets, throwing vast clouds of colored powder before retiring to nap, minds thick and heavy with intoxicants. Are you mad, Yajnadar? To be surrounded by so many people—what if something happens? I refuse, I utterly refuse! Even thinking about it made the breath tight in Aarti’s chest; she had grown accustomed to her solitude.

Then Yaj developed a passion for the new cinema halls—one would soon open that was even air-conditioned, a “grade-A establishment,” the glorious Liberty Cinema! He was always talking about the latest movies—there was a vast array now. South Indian cinema at Matunga-Chembur, Marathi cinema in Dadar-Parel, Gujarati cinema at the sea near Juhu–Vile Parle. Though apparently, Yaj primarily went to lower-rent halls along Falkland Road, the sort of place “not suitable for a lady like you, not suitable at all.” If Manju overheard him talking about those, she’d snatch his ear for going to such a place, muttering something about prostitutes.

Still, Yaj was indefatigable. “You must see Madhumati, Aartibai. I’ve seen it seven times; it is so romantic! A love through time, reincarnated generation after generation …”

“What is romance to me?” Aarti barked in response, and Yaj fell silent, abashed. But the man was relentless; eventually she gave in to his prodding and agreed to go.

“One movie—that’s it. Then you have to shut up.” In truth, her heart beat a little faster at the thought.

He smiled broadly, and the little lines at the corners of his eyes creased in that charming way she found hard to say no to. “Yes, Aartibai. You won’t be sorry.”

Yaj drove the car as far as he could, but the last few blocks were impassably crowded; they had to walk. Past street vendors selling cinema memorabilia: booklets of songs, posters of matinée idols. Past fashion accessories, photo studios with cutouts of the stars, tea and street food stalls. Past mothers who drew their children aside with whispered curses. She had bought out the entire hall for this showing, so that she might watch the movie in peace. If Aarti tried to simply enter the cinema hall and sit among the unafflicted, she didn’t know what would happen. Should her arm brush against another’s, might they turn to her with violence? There had been more than a few jokers attacked in the streets of Bombay—one poor soul had been beaten to death, and another, soaked in petrol and lit on fire. As if the virus weren’t curse enough.

Right outside the cinema doors, it happened—pain flared, a current running from her heels to her spine, sending her back into spasm. Aarti stumbled, and though Yaj was there to brace her, her sudden stop blocked the flow of human traffic in the busy street. A rock thrown into a steady stream. A bicycling man cursed at Aarti, swerving to avoid her, narrowly missing a street vendor hawking pav bhaji and coconut water. Tichayla disat nahi ka? She wanted to swear back at him, but dared not raise her voice. In her head, though, she was shouting furiously.

A gaggle of poor children laughed and ran around her, their bare feet slapping the dirt, their hands reaching out to grab at her robes—had they dared one another to touch her? More cursing now—a child’s mother, furious that Aarti had allowed it, though how could she have prevented it? The noise of the street was rising, the tone growing ugly. Go home, cursed one! Stay away from decent people.

In the old days, Aarti would have screamed right back at them. She wanted to fight! But it was just her and Yaj in a street full of hundreds of angry faces, and now a child had grabbed a clot of mud and dared to throw it at her, staining her pristine white robes. They were almost to the cinema doors; she could duck inside to safety, to lose herself for a few hours in cool bliss and a big-screen black-and-white romance—but no. A bucket of dirty water was dumped on her from a balcony above, drenching her clothes. The smell of shit surrounded her, and Aarti knew herself defeated.

“Take me home, Yaj.”

Silently, he complied.
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Aarti did worry—was she only dreaming? Sometimes she told Yaj what she had done the night before, couching it as a dream—it was too difficult to keep the wonders of the Moon entirely to herself. But it felt so real, more real sometimes than this battered body of hers, this prison of a house.

Aarti was thirty-two when the Russians first attempted to send a man into space. His name was Konstantin Feoktistov, and they called him a “cosmonaut,” but his rocket exploded as it left its launchpad. Feoktistov parachuted to safety, lucky to escape with his life. She had Yajnadar bring her English-language newspapers; she listened to the shortwave, trying to pick up British broadcasts that might mention it. She was glad the Russians had failed. If their cosmonauts had achieved orbit, they might have tried to send one to her Moon. Aarti’s heart sat in her throat at the very thought. How impossible, that her Moon might be despoiled by men like these. They would not care for Her, they would only want what they could steal away. They would rape and loot Her, leaving only Her carcass behind.

And then the Americans started in. Those smug white men, undoubtedly just as arrogant as her Oxford professors. Probably worse. If she could, Aarti would have reached down from the Moon and smashed their little ships into a thousand pieces. She would hurl asteroids from the sky down onto their heads. She prayed for their missions to fail … and for once, her prayers were answered. The spaceship the Americans called the X-11A blew up, killing two ace astronauts.

But now she had to know—was she really there, up on the Moon, every night? There was only one way she could think of to tell—she had to mark the Moon somehow, so that they might see it. A giant X dragged through Tycho Crater—how the world would shriek in wonderment! But Aarti would not mar her beloved so. No, instead of digging into the surface, she would build up. Construct a structure tall enough to be visible from the Earth.

It went up fast. The Moon was watched all the time—humans loved to gaze at Her face. Aarti stood, hands outspread, color flowing from them in a steady stream. She chose red, the color of blood, a uniquely female color. Aarti started with vermilion, but changed to carmine for a deeper, darker shade. It would be simplest to build a solid block, a huge rectangular projectile pointing at the sky. That’s what a man would do, she suspected; they couldn’t seem to help reproducing phallic symbols wherever they went. And she did want it to be visible, of course—but couldn’t it be beautiful, too?

Aarti poured carmine out of her brush-tip fingers, and it coalesced into a fantasy of bends and twists, girders that rose from the Moon’s surface, crossing against one another. She realized early on that she would also need to be high if she was to build the structure tall enough to be seen, so Aarti stood in the center as she worked. As her masterpiece grew, she shifted her body ever upward, finding purchase on flat surfaces. She sent the beams swooping and curling around her, above her head. She was as high as a cinema hall, as high as a Christian cathedral, as high as the Taj Mahal. Now she was higher than any building she had ever seen, high enough to grow dizzy if she looked down. Her structure was so beautiful—as striking as any building on Earth, more graceful and lovely than any of her paintings.

When the structure was finally over a quarter-mile high, when she knew she’d be able to see the long shadow of it from the telescope Yajnadar had installed on the roof of her home—a six-inch Unitron refractor—Aarti allowed herself to stop. She had never worked so hard in her life. Aarti was trembling with exhaustion, drenched; she could feel the sweat dripping down her spine. It was almost dawn in Bombay, but elsewhere in the world, astronomers were watching the night sky. Aarti waited for the world to notice.

The next morning, Bombay newspaper headlines blazoned the news: NEW FEATURE ON THE MOON! Some were more sensational: MOON MEN REALLY EXIST! WE ARE NOT ALONE! Many were frightened: MOON INVASION IMMINENT! WILL THE ACES BE ABLE TO SAVE US??? Aarti exulted to know finally, for certain, that her time on the Moon was no virus-driven fever dream. It was entirely real.

She could only imagine how frenzied the conversations must be in astronomy departments the world over, how the Russians and Americans must be frantically scrambling in the wake of their failed launches. She was briefly, wickedly gleeful, imagining the panic of all those supposedly brilliant men. And then, her heart breaking a little, Aarti pulled her masterpiece down.

It was the best work she had ever made, but she couldn’t let the structure stay up forever—it could spur a space race, send the countries of the world scrambling to reach her beloved Moon. Aarti was briefly bewildered as to exactly how to get rid of it. She hadn’t thought about that. She had no corrosive that would eat away at its bones, no wrecking ball big enough to knock it down. Finally, Aarti painted a crevice in the Moon’s surface, grieving for even the brief wound; she let her beautiful structure tumble down into the depths, and then closed it up again.

The humans would forget—it would be a seven-days’ wonder. They’d assume it was just a glitch in the tech and nothing more, a transient lunar phenomenon; that’s what they’d be telling themselves, all those so-clever men. The Moon was Aarti’s now, finally and forever.
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The Moon Maid
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PART III

1970

GRACEFUL CURVES ARCED OVER the dusty lunar surface, silvery towers around a central dome. Aarti had painted herself a mini Taj Mahal, just one story tall, holding a single large room. She’d painted the image over and over, each time it had started to fade, until eventually it had achieved permanence. Would it outlast her death? Aarti had no idea, but it hardly seemed to matter here on the Moon, where she was the sole inhabitant. Aarti had built it in the Tsiolkovsky Crater, on the far side of the Moon, as far from Earth view as possible; even the Moon’s librations would not reveal it. The Russians had sent a probe in 1959, had even published an atlas detailing a host of small craters on the far side, but their maps were woefully inadequate, and her little palace was safely hidden. Aarti didn’t need protection from the elements, per se—her Moon body required none. But spending several hours a night there, she’d discovered that she sometimes wanted the comfort of a home, an enclosed space in which to rest, relax, and, eventually, work.

Aarti painted the fundamentals first—a drafting table and easel, canvases and walls to hang them on. Mostly she worked standing up, but sometimes she perched on a stool. She painted great glowing lights, so she might better see her work. Eventually, Aarti even painted herself a sofa and a bed, that she might lie there gazing at her paintings, considering their next iteration, or simply gazing out a window at the Earth.

Her paintings had started out realistic enough—moonscapes and spinning Earths. Over time they morphed as she began populating her solitary landscape. Small, strange creatures filled the rocky craters, slithery things and furry hopping beasts. Winged beings, as tall as coconut palms, stalking across the landscapes.

Aarti wondered, if she wanted it badly enough, if her creatures might come to life, keep her company. But so far, they never had—they stayed firmly on the canvas. Which probably meant that she was happier having the Moon entirely to herself.
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Yaj pulled the curtains open, sending afternoon sunlight streaming into the room. “Time to wake up, Aartibai.”

Aarti groaned. The servants had gotten used to the fact that their mistress slept until midafternoon, but they didn’t know that she was awake all night, and by around three o’clock, they inevitably became impatient.

“Yaj, please. You make me feel old—we’re the same age! I told you to call me Aarti. I have told you a thousand times. After twenty years trapped together in this house, can we not dispense with the formalities?”

“No, Aartibai. It wouldn’t be proper. If we did, I might forget my place.” He smiled, and the sun caught the lock of hair falling across his forehead, the strands shining. No gray in it yet; Aarti would have taken gray hair for herself, if that were the price for actually having hair. It was hard to feel like a woman without it. She had no wrinkles yet, but what use was such vanity when the joker marks still stretched across her skin, when she had to watch her swollen head when crossing a doorway? At least she had gotten used to the pain, had learned how to manage it after so much time.

Manju’s salves had grown more effective with experimentation, though Aarti hesitated to ask what the old woman put in them. Manju had given up body-servant duties to Yaj a few months ago, when Aarti had refused to get in a new girl to help. Manju had been scandalized, but she knew better than to argue with her stubborn mistress. And really, Aarti could mostly manage her dressings on her own these days, after long practice—she only needed help reaching the ones on her back. Yaj had a gentle touch, and she found herself looking forward to the moments when his fingers brushed against her spine. Not that she imagined he desired her; she wasn’t such a fool.

“See that you don’t,” she said. Joking, joking. That was how they had learned to get through their days. Let us pretend that everything is fine, that we are ordinary middle-aged people living an ordinary life.

“It isn’t easy,” he said, in a tone that hovered on the edge of seriousness—no, it couldn’t be. That look in his eyes. Turn away, turn away. Aarti busied herself with rinsing the sleep from her eyes in the washbasin, ignoring the pain as she lifted her arms to rub sandalwood oil across her bare scalp. For a time after she’d discovered the Moon, she had ignored her body’s needs, let it lie in the bed, festering, but the servants grew too distressed. It seemed cruel to make them suffer, so she dragged her body from its bed, cleaned and cared for it as they insisted she do. Over time, the routine grew automatic so that Aarti could move her body and let her mind drift, planning what she would do when night finally fell and she could return to her true home.

“Will you be painting today?” Yaj kept the room she had laid out as a studio spotless—rows of brushes in their metal tins, an indulgent assortment of pigments.

“Maybe a little. We’ll see.”

She ought to paint, though it was frustratingly difficult, compared to working on the Moon. She could at least sketch out some ideas, develop them. Yaj and Manju loved her drawings—kept trying to get her to send them to a gallery, maybe even sell them. It felt pointless to her, though—they were so inadequate, compared to what she could paint up there.

Still, it was good to work a little here, too. The day went faster when Aarti went through the motions—cleaning herself and dressing, cloaking and masking enough to go to market, or walk on the beach, inhaling the reek of the fish vendors, their nets spread wide, their catch glistening in the Bombay sunshine. And there was breakfast, lunch, and dinner—her body still needed sustenance, and eating made time pass. She even took pleasure these days in the fresh mangoes Yaj cut for her, in Manju’s delicate akuri, mixed with green chilies and fresh coriander. There were small pleasures in this world—but none to match the Moon.

Not even a dream of Yaj’s dark eyes could keep Aarti from that moment, pressed against the bars of her window, waiting for the Moon to rise once more.
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She watched them come in their ugly spaceship. Hating them even before they landed, and so much more when they stumbled out in their clumsy suits. Aarti built herself binoculars, so that she might lurk in the distance yet track their every move. She couldn’t hear what they said, but she could watch as the hatch slid open, as a man stepped onto the surface. Polluting the sanctity of the gray dust with his filthy feet. He started walking, on a path that would bring him past her, eventually, and Aarti watched, wondering what she would do if he discovered her.

What would an earthman think of her? These days Aarti mostly dispensed with clothes and walked stark naked across the lunar craters, letting her hair swirl around her. She walked in the body she once had, one that looked as young as when she had stepped onto the boat for Oxford. In her mind, she appeared to be forever eighteen. A pardonable vanity. If the earthman saw her, he would surely think himself mad.

The man was getting closer. Aarti couldn’t be sure it was a man in that suit, but who else would they send? It must be a white man, full of arrogance and swagger, come to lay claim to yet another land they had no right to.

Get out! Get out! She wanted to scream the words at him, but there was no air on the Moon, nothing to carry sound. Any screaming she did would be only in her own mind. Your greed has no place here on my beautiful Moon. You want to build ugly buildings here, bring machines to mine whatever you can find, strip Her of everything of value She possesses, leave Her raped and bruised and broken behind you.

Aarti leaned forward, her pulse racing as he came closer. Look at the legacy you left behind in my homeland, the millions dead. What of Amritsar, atrocity committed under your very rule? You swore that you would raise us up, to reach the heights that only the white man could command. And instead, you drag us down with you, into the filth and the muck, stinking of your shit.

Her Appa would be appalled at her language, but perhaps also a little proud to see his daughter finally stand up to the white man. Although she couldn’t be sure—was he even British? It was more likely that it was an American or a Russian in that suit, but oh, did it matter? They were all the same. They had pillaged their way across much of the Earth, and now they had come for the Moon. Her Moon. Aarti’s fists clenched at her sides, soft brush-tips hardening into edged claws with the force of her fury. If he came a few steps closer …

He turned. Headed back to the ship, where the hatch had opened again and another figure emerged, sliding down the side of the ship, falling to his knees in the beautiful gray dust. Good. Let him stay there, on his knees, where he belonged.

But no. That one clumsily climbed to his feet, and now the two of them were working together, gazing at something on the ship—she narrowed her vision, sharpening it. Ah, a gash that ran across the bottom. Enough to keep them here, to die here in the dust when their air and water ran out? A fitting end, but she didn’t want them here for even that long. How could Aarti force them to leave?

They were assembling a machine. It took at least an hour, under the glare of the naked sun. And then they went back to their ship, one man pausing to draw something in the dust as they went. And then they were inside, the hatch closing. Oh, leave, leave—risk it and go! Aarti was shaking with the force of her longing, her wish that they might simply depart.

The engine started up—then died. She started walking, then running toward the ship. Aarti couldn’t let them climb out again—if she had to, she would figure out a way to somehow hurl them off the lunar surface. Her fingertips had gone to brush tips again, and she reached forward, eager to paint something that would send them away, away—but then, in an impossible leap, the ship surged into the sky. No engine noise, no burst of rocket flames—they were simply up and gone, inexplicably, but Aarti didn’t care. She spun around in triumph, raising a dust storm to swirl with her.

When the dust finally settled, she was alone again. The mechanism they’d built remained. She smashed it to pieces, lifting it and pounding it back down into the Moon’s rocky surface with her own two hands. Whatever it was, Aarti wanted no part of it. They would undoubtedly assume it had simply failed; the Moon was too harsh for human tech. They did not belong here! Whatever the man had written had now been completely erased, and Aarti took pleasure in that small victory.
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Aarti waited for the sun to set, for the Moon to rise. It would be hours yet, and who knew what was happening on her beloved Moon? She had imagined herself utterly inviolate there, but now strange men had come, and Aarti felt soiled by their presence.

She sat on the veranda, her feet tucked up beneath her in the cane chair, grateful for the extra cushioning they’d added to it so as to not add pressure to the sores. Aarti bandaged them less these days—a combination of Manju’s salve applied while she slept and fresh air when she was up and about seemed to minimize her discomfort most effectively. There were no children to be frightened here; she had no need to hide away. “Yaj, what would you do, if an intruder came here?”

He paused in his sweeping of the veranda, and Aarti was struck by how rarely she saw him this way, still.

Yajnadar had been constantly in motion for the last twenty years—whenever she saw him, he was tending to the house, the garden, the car they had purchased a few years ago. His hands were long and slim, and she liked to watch them, surreptitiously, at their tasks—tying up bougainvillea branches, stirring a pot of jackfruit curry, smoothing down the sheets on her bed.

Manju had asked permission to retire; she had a niece who would take her in, and the old woman was tired. Aarti had agreed, of course, and so now it was just the two of them in the house, two ghosts circling around each other, waiting for—she wasn’t sure what. Death? Not yet, not yet—Aarti was not even forty years old, and her great-grandmothers had all lived past a hundred. There were days when she thought she couldn’t bear the pain of the sores a day longer—but Aarti had never seriously considered ending her life. She wasn’t ready to give up on this body yet, for all the ways it had failed her. But if she lost the Moon …

Yaj frowned. “Aartibai, have you heard something? At night? I have told you, you must hire more servants. A young man who can defend the house if needed, a young woman to tend to your needs …”

“No, no—please, no strangers in this house.” The thought made her heart beat faster. She and Yaj were comfortable together—she had long ago stopped bothering to cover her face around him. He didn’t seem to mind her bulbous head, or the craters and protuberances that spread across her cheeks, her neck, her upper chest, her arms. If she could see herself with his eyes, maybe she wouldn’t notice them, either. But if there were new people here, they would surely be shocked, repulsed, or, worst of all, pitying.

Yaj said, “They wouldn’t be strangers for long.”

“Are you tired?” Had she been thoughtless, a cruel mistress? Aarti was stricken by the lines on his face—Yaj didn’t look old, but he didn’t look young, either. What would she do if she lost him? Maybe she should hire more servants to ease the load. “Do I ask too much of you?”

“Never,” he said firmly. Yaj smiled, and with that smile, the years dropped away, and he looked young again, as she was when she walked the Moon. “You know me, Aartibai—I wouldn’t know what to do with myself without the work.”

Still, she felt obscurely guilty. “You should go to school, Yaj, do more than tend to the needs of an old woman for all your life—my family has not done well by you, I’m afraid.”

He shook his head. “I am content where I am, and you are far from old. But if you have heard something, we should make a plan, hire someone—”

Aarti had to head him off, though for a moment, she wished she could tell Yaj what she was really worrying about. If only she could take him with her—“No, no. It was just a thought. If someone were to bother us, what would we do?”

“Whatever we had to, Aartibai.” His voice was low, and his gaze direct. “Whatever is needed to survive.” Yaj frowned. “What’s wrong? Is the pain bad today?”

She shook her head. “No, no. It’s nothing, Yaj.” Nothing he could help her with.

He asked, “Do you want to go for a drive?”

Since buying the car, that had been one of Aarti’s few earthly pleasures—to fight their way through traffic until they were out of Bombay, and then drive and drive on country roads, with the windows down and the wind streaming across her scalp. Aarti could forget everything then, losing herself in the pleasure of sun and wind against skin. She liked to sit beside Yaj in the front, rather than letting him chauffeur; she could see the road better that way, and he tolerated her demands, as always.

Sometimes Yaj would sing to her, old folk songs or Tamil film standards. He would sing of love undying, passions that could withstand family betrayal, societal disapproval, and she would be painfully aware of how close his thigh was to her own, inches away. He should have married. Married and had children and even grandchildren by now. It might have been nice, having children running around the big, empty house. Why hadn’t Yaj married? Aarti had never had the nerve to ask, afraid of what his answer might be.

“No drive today, thank you. If you could bring me a cup of tea?” Her mother had used to say that tea cured all ills. Manju had taught Yaj the way of it, boiled in milk on the gas range, heavily sweetened. With enough tea, you could face down an army.

“Of course, Aartibai. It’ll be just a moment.” He ducked back into the house, leaving her alone on the veranda.

Making the tea and drinking it would consume twenty minutes. Twenty minutes, with an eternity to follow until night.
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After the men came, Aarti realized that she had been far too blasé in her ownership of the Moon. Men had come—would they come again? Had they come before? Might there be men on the other side of the Moon right now? She sensed no other humans there, but how much could she trust her senses?

Aarti began systematically quartering the Moon’s surface, mapping its peaks and crevasses. She painted herself a literal map, a golden globe that hung in her miniature Taj Mahal, marking each section that she explored. She was three-quarters finished before she found anything unexpected—but what she found shook her to her core.

It was nothing human—she was sure of that. She’d almost missed it at first—a cave entrance led to a subterranean cavern in the Ocean of Storms. The passageway down was narrow; she’d had to re-form into a thinner version of herself to squeeze through its twists. But it opened into a vast space, curving domed walls made of a strange, crystalline substance. Rooms filled with strange, metal objects, complex machines that sat on the floor, on tables, propped up against the walls. There had been no attempt to make the space airtight, as far as Aarti could see. Who could possibly have lived here, without needing to breathe? Nothing human. Yet someone had lived here, and for some time. The crystal floor of the cavern was scraped and worn, as if large objects had been dragged against it. A thick layer of moondust had drifted in, coating the machines. Aarti poked at them for a long time, but if they were meant to be powered, she had no idea how to turn them on. There was no way for Aarti to tell who had been here at all, or how long ago. Five years, fifty, five thousand? Might they return tomorrow?

Aarti’s hands clenched uselessly at her sides.
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“Aartibai—what’s wrong?” Yajnadar had brought her tea as he did every day, but she wasn’t sitting at her desk waiting for him. She was under the covers still, pulled tightly into herself, arms clasped around knees pulled to her chest. Aarti’s refuge had been stolen from her. There was no peace for her there, no safety. But she couldn’t hide here, either—was she to live her life out in this bed? Aarti took a deep, shuddering breath. Released it and pushed the covers back, sitting up.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.” There must have been something in her face, something that told him this morning was not like the others, because Yaj came closer, and actually sat on the edge of the bed. Not touching her, of course—he was too proper a servant for that. But he waited there, patient expectation in his face. If only she could talk to him, could pour out her troubles and her worries; he would surely know what to say to make her feel better. He was right there, just inches away. If he wanted to, Yaj could lean forward and kiss her.

Instead, she kissed him. It was an impulse; if Aarti had stopped to think about it, she would never have done it. But she had been so lonely for so long. She had told herself that she liked the solitude, but Aarti was human, and a woman, and she remembered, faintly, what it had been like to kiss a man. This was different, though.

It was the briefest brush of lips to lips, and then she remembered where she was, what her body and face looked like on this Earth. She was no young moon maiden—a forty-year-old woman in a joker form, her head alone twice as large as his. Yaj must be disgusted, repulsed; Aarti jerked away, appalled at what she’d done. Worst of all, he was a servant; she had put him in an impossible position. “Yaj, I’m so sor—”

He was kissing her. Before Aarti could even get the words out, he had leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. He didn’t seem to care that her lips were gray, that her skin was pocked and cratered, that despite all of Manju’s salves, there were still a few open sores. Yaj slid his right arm around her back, pulling her closer; his left came up, that hand cradling her cheek as he kissed her with a combination of tenderness and desire that left her breathless. Heat rushed through her, from tingling lips to a suddenly pounding heart.

Gods—this was madness! But every time Aarti tried to talk, to protest, he just kissed her harder. And somehow, her hands were tangled in his hair, and she was leaning back against the pillows, and Yaj was moving above her, his long body sliding under the covers, his hands—oh god!—his hands pushing up the cotton salwar she wore for sleeping, sliding under the fabric to cup her breasts. And Aarti finally let go, let herself relax into pleasure that made the pain—not disappear, exactly, but not matter. If there was still pain, here and there, it was subsumed in the electricity that Yaj’s fingers and mouth brought, the soft and urgent heat of his lips and tongue, grounding her in this bed, this Earth.

Right now, there was nowhere else she’d rather be.
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Everything changed. Now, when she returned from the Moon, Yaj was waiting for her. He pressed fevered kisses on her gray skin, without fear or hesitation. There were days when Aarti mourned the wasted years, but he reminded her, smiling, that they were lucky to have what they had. Month after month together, and it wasn’t as if there hadn’t been a relationship before that. They were almost an old married couple even before they fell into bed together, though bed definitely added something significant to the equation.

A little scandalous, the relationship between mistress and servant, but they were old enough now that no one really cared, not even the neighbors who might suspect their situation. Aarti and Yaj walked through the city together side by side—they went to see movies, browse bookstores, even shop for clothes. Yaj liked choosing saris for her, filmy creations, blues and greens and silvers that complemented her gray skin. I am too old for such nonsense, Yaj. He only smiled and added another sari to the pile on the counter. He was spending her money, of course, but that didn’t matter.

Even better, there were children in the house. Yaj had a nephew, Suresh, and Suresh had a wife, Saila, and four children. Yaj persuaded Suresh to come live with them and take over the bulk of the gardening and housework, which had become difficult for him to manage. Saila cooked for them all, and the children ran wild through the halls of the house. It pleased Aarti immensely to think that this house might eventually be inherited by four lower-caste little ones whom her parents would scorn. A fitting return for their bigoted ways.

Her only sorrow was that Yaj couldn’t go with her to the Moon. Aarti tried to take him with her—night after night, she wished herself there, her body curved around his in the wide four-poster bed, only to awake there, entirely alone. Her power had its limits, and this was one of them—it was for her alone. So she hadn’t told him of her power. In any case, it would surely be impossible for him to believe. As the months passed, she found herself sometimes staying home at night. Aarti was tired when she spent her nights on the Moon, and she wanted to squeeze as much pleasure out of her days with Yaj as possible.
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Aarti heard the riot on the news—the crash of broken windows, shouts and screams. All India Radio covered it—in Delhi, there would even be TV footage, but that didn’t reach to Bombay yet. Massive anti-joker riots had broken out in Jyotiba Phule Market, though no one seemed certain what had started it. When she went to the kitchen, Suresh and Saila were discussing the violence in hushed tones. The children were still in school, thankfully.

“Hundreds dead!” Suresh said as he chopped onions, tears streaming down his face, as they always did.

“Thousands,” Saila said. She pounded the massive pestle into the wide mortar, grinding chilies for the week’s meals. “It started when one of them tried to go to temple, interrupted a wedding.” She wouldn’t use the word “joker,” thought it wasn’t respectful, living in Aarti’s house. Aarti couldn’t give a damn, and had said so, but Saila didn’t believe her.

Suresh frowned. “I thought it was a funeral.”

“No, a wedding. Some big muckety-muck in Parliament, and his father—”

“Saila, I’m sure it was a woman, maybe his mother—”

She sighed. “Oh, hush, husband. You don’t know anything.”

They fell silent when they realized Aarti was there, listening in the doorway. Then Saila offered quietly, “Don’t worry, mistress. No trouble will come here.”

“If it does,” Suresh added stoutly, “the gates are very strong, and I will beat the goondas with a stick!”

“Where is Yajnadar?” Aarti asked. She was trying to breathe steadily, to seem unafraid. Mustn’t scare the servants. “Shouldn’t he be home by now?”

Saila and Suresh exchanged frowning looks. “He went shopping, but you don’t think—”

Aarti snapped, “Call me when he arrives. As soon as he arrives.” Who did she think she was fooling? She went back to her cold bed to wait. Hours passed, until at last a policeman came to the door to confirm what they all already knew.

The body was delivered that night. Saila set it up in the back garden, washed and dressed in clean clothes, surrounded by flowers. Aarti knelt beside it, night and day, for almost a week. She wanted to weep, but since her card had turned, she’d been unable to; Aarti’s eyes were burning and dry. Finally, she succumbed to Saila and Suresh’s pleas that she allow them to take the remains away for cremation. What remained? Nothing, really—Yajnadar was long gone.

Had Yaj been killed by a joker who assumed he was anti-joker? Or murdered by a nat who thought Yaj had been protecting jokers? Aarti could imagine both scenarios; in fact, she imagined them in great detail, picturing every moment of those interactions. She went to the Moon at night and painted the scenes, acting them out, though in her versions she was there, intervening at the right moment to save him. Aarti should have been with him—he’d asked her to go with him that morning, invited her as he always did.

“Come with me, love. I want you by my side.” Yaj had bent down, dropped a row of tender kisses across her forehead.

“Do you have to go?” Aarti hated when he left her, counted the minutes until he returned.

He chuckled. “I’m afraid I do, if we don’t want conflict in the household. If Saila didn’t insist on meat and fish for the children, I could live on rice and lentils forever. Rice and lentils and kisses.” Yaj kissed her lips then, first gently, then with a passionate heat that sent her arching up to meet him, her fingers clenching in the white sheets. Then he released her, smiling an invitation.

Aarti didn’t want to face the crowds. She shifted instead so the sheet slid down a little, baring her breasts. “I’ll be here when you get back. Naked in this bed. Hungry.”

“Witch. I’ll hurry,” Yaj said, and kissed her once more, and left.

No more of his kisses, ever.

Aarti couldn’t find the ones who murdered him. No way to know whether they’d been killed themselves, or swept up by the police, or simply disappeared in the streets, headed back to their homes. She had no power of perception here, no network of dust and instinct to tell her what had happened, what had gone so terribly wrong. All of her power was up there, on the Moon.

The only way she could hurt them would be from up high. Oh, Aarti had thought of it. The night they took the body away to be burned, she fled to the sanctuary of her Moon. Fell to her knees in the thick dust, dragged her perfect brush-tip fingers through it, wishing that she could do more, feel more. Aarti wanted to breathe, wanted to sob her misery into the night, drown the Moon in a flood of grief.

Aarti could crack the Moon in half, hurl pieces down, killing all of the humans, and herself with them. No way to fine-tune her aim, but surely she could take out Bombay, at least, be certain of getting every last rioter. Maybe most of Mother India. While she was at it, why not throw the whole Moon down, cause a global extinction event? Humans could slaughter an innocent, good man in the marketplace out of fear and hatred and sheer idiocy. Humans were too flawed to be worth saving; time to wipe the board clean, start over with fresh chalk.

She was not so far gone. Not quite.

But Aarti would reclaim the Moon, drive the vermin from it. If
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