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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

IN RALUHA

Amir: A Carrier

Karim bhai: A Carrier, also a servant of Suman-Koti, Minister of Silks

Kabir: Amir’s brother

Noori: Amir’s mother

Hasmin: The chief of the chowkidars

Orbalun: The thronekeeper of Raluha

IN HALMORA

Harini: The rajkumari of Halmora

IN ILLINDHI

Fylan: the commander of the Uyirsena

Makun-kunj: A guardian of the Spice Gate, the twin of Sibil-kunj

Sibil-kunj: A guardian of the Spice Gate, the twin of Makun-kunj

Kalay: An acolyte of the Uyirsena

Kashyni: The stewardess of Illindhi, one of the Five Chairs

Mahrang: One of the Five Chairs, the high priest of the Uyirsena

Munivarey: One of the Five Chairs, a scientist

Shashulyan: One of the Five Chairs

Alinjya: One of the Five Chairs

Madhyra: The thronekeeper of Illindhi

AT THE AFSAL DINA IN JHANAK

Rani Zariba: The thronekeeper of Jhanak

Ilangovan: A pirate and renegade Carrier

Sekaran: A pirate; Ilangovan’s right-hand man

Raja Silmehi: The thronekeeper of Talashshukh

Rani Asphalekha: The thronekeeper of Kalanadi

IN VANASI

Bindu: A merchant

IN AMAROHI

Rani Kaivalya: The thronekeeper of Amarohi
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A man who offers you tea without ginger is more miserly than one who doesn’t offer you tea at all.

—MORSELS OF A BENT BACK, VOLUME 1



Amir stood within the ring of erected stones encircling the Spice Gate in the midst of the saffron fields. The spicemark burned on his throat, sensing his proximity to the arch. Karim bhai shuffled next to him, stoic as ever, hair ruffled, beard unkempt, age wrinkling his forehead. He held a pinch of turmeric in his hand.

Amir counted the others. Forty Carriers in all. Twenty each to Vanasi and Halmora. Squatting beside tilted sacks or perched on cartons filled to the brim with saffron, cardamom, and rhubarb, and vials of honey and crates of rosewood. Jhengara, the accountant, whistled an old tune at the front of the queue, a stack of papers beneath his arm and an anxious tremble that was visible twenty feet away.

Amir shivered.

Because no amount of experience could settle the nerves when it came to walking through the Spice Gate. Not for the first time; not for the thousandth.

It loomed ahead like a monstrous archway upon a pedestal, dressed in gray marble and ancient stone, its base withered and swamped with creeping vines that twisted around the pillars in a gnarled choke hold. But what caught Amir’s attention as always was that swirling tempest beneath the arch, a veil like a melted mirror that held a storm within its prison.

The soul of the eight kingdoms ran through its crevices.

A soul I want no part of.

“Salaam,” Karim bhai greeted one of the chowkidars. The guard waved a pike in their direction, its tip grazing Amir’s elbow. Karim bhai raised his hands in supplication and continued. “If you’d be so kind to tell us what we’re waiting for?”

The chowkidar shrugged and moved away. Amir clenched his fists but prevented himself from prodding the chowkidar further. There was added security by the Gate today, and Hasmin, the chief of the chowkidars himself, stood by the Gate’s arch, casting a derisive frown at the column of Carriers waiting to sift through.

Amir whispered in Karim bhai’s ear, “Don’t tell me that now, of all times, they got a hunch about Ilangovan prowling Vanasi.”

He was careful to temper the tension in his voice as he mentioned the most wanted man in the eight kingdoms. Karim bhai sounded far less anxious. “They can pursue him all they want. But make no mistake, in those Mouth-cursed towers, I’d no sooner find a dropped cardamom.”

It ought to have allayed Amir’s fears a little. But as a bowler of Raluha, as a gatecaste Carrier of the eight kingdoms, his fortunes, like those of Karim bhai, flickered like a candle about to be extinguished.

And there’s never been enough wax to begin with.

Ilangovan was a source of light for Amir and the gatecaste. Amir just needed it to hold steady a while longer. Or, better yet, go shine somewhere else, far away from Vanasi. Of course, Amir was not certain if Ilangovan was even in Vanasi—no one could ever really know where he’d be when he was not in the Black Coves; the renegade Carrier was as much a spirit as a pirate. But there was one thing Amir was certain was in Vanasi: the Jewelmaker’s Poison.

And much as he desired to meet Ilangovan, now was not the time. In fact, the time would only come if he could get his hands on the Poison, and it would be a gatecaste irony, where one desire was upset by the appearance of another.

No—he would get the Poison. It had to be in Vanasi. He’d sacrificed three fortnights’ worth of spices to be certain. He’d climbed enough vines, delivered enough contraband, and crawled on enough rooftops to know that the Jewelmaker and his elusive Carnelian Caravan were supplying the Poison to the denizens of the upper levels of Vanasi’s bramble-choked towers. And all Amir needed was one vial.

Karim bhai must have sensed the trepidation in his voice, the vacancy in his eyes as his thoughts plunged into darkness. “Ho, pulla. Are you sure you’re up for this?”

Amir blinked. “What? Oh, yes—of course, yeah. What do you mean, bhai! I have to do this.”

He immediately regretted those words. Making it a compulsion sounded insensitive of Karim bhai and the other bowlers, who harbored no desire to upend their fates. Or at any rate put their lives at stake for it.

But Ilangovan had. He had broken free.

Karim bhai chuckled. “So much for not wanting to be like your father. You remind me of Arsalan in more ways than one.”

“Is that what you think I am? Delusional?”

“It’s not very far from reckless, pulla. The line between them blurs as you get more desperate.”

Amir forced himself to not think of his father. He raised his head stiffly, to regard the mountains looming beyond the Spice Gate, and the dense hold of trees hugging their bellies. Beautiful and treacherous, the stench of death in the air and the promise of darkness. No, he was nothing like his father. Unlike Appa, he had a plan.

“The Jewelmaker is in Vanasi,” he said. “I am certain. I will have the Poison in my hands before nightfall, bhai.”

“By the Gates I hope you do.”

“Don’t worry about me,” said Amir. “Just give my letter to Harini.”

Karim bhai, who had begun cleaning his teeth with a bristled leaf, clicked his tongue. “She’s going to be upset you’re not on the roster for Halmora today.”

“I have explained it all in the letter. Just ensure she reads it.”

“I will do what I always do: deliver. But remember, pulla,” warned Karim bhai, “if the thronekeeper of Halmora finds out his daughter is reading letters sent to her by a bowler of Raluha, things will get ugly real soon, and this whole dream—of joining Ilangovan, of getting your mother and Kabir to the Black Coves—it disappears.”

Amir had thought about this possibility too many times to be truly bothered by Karim bhai’s warning. “She’s not like the other thronekeepers.”

At that, Karim bhai laughed. “If I had a peppercorn for every time the abovefolk thought that of themselves—”

“No, she truly is not. It’s not her saying this but me. I trust her. Ten years of carrying, twenty years in the Bowl. Do you think I do not know the thousand ways the abovefolk discriminate against us? Do you think, after the lashes, after the stink, the seclusion, I would consider opening my heart to one of the abovefolk, to a princess of Halmora, if I was not certain?”

“You’re certain of a lot of things today, pulla.” Karim bhai continued chewing the leaf, massaging his teeth as he did so. “I fear for these assurances you’ve got going on in your head. It reeks of having control over one’s lives. And we? Pulla, we’re not the ones in control. We’re not bred to be certain of anything except the pain of passing through the Gates.”

Amir wanted to argue further—and the Gates knew he was tired of repeating his arguments to Karim bhai day and night as the years rolled by—but at that moment, the line of Carriers began to shuffle ahead. Jhengara the accountant’s tune intensified as a signal for the Spice Trade to begin. Hasmin’s eyes trailed each Carrier as they picked up the sacks and lifted the crates to place them over their heads. Amir swung his own sack over his back and staggered ahead, his head low, his gaze fixed on the back of Karim bhai’s feet, the coarse, fissured skin, the garb of dirt, only a feeble image of the end of the day shimmering in his mind.

At one point, Karim bhai stumbled, and Amir groaned. A whip fell on the old Carrier, and he dropped the sack with a wince. Karim bhai lowered himself to the ground, wheezing, one hand twisted to massage his back, and the other pulling the dropped sack closer to him. Amir’s eyes widened as Hasmin loomed behind the old Carrier, a snarl on his face that he had come to loathe.

“Ho, that wasn’t necessary!” Amir protested.

Yet Hasmin ignored him and, like a predator patiently enjoying the struggles of its prey, watched Karim bhai pick himself up, and the sack with him. Karim bhai almost fell again, teetering against the weight of saffron. Any temerity, any social capital Karim bhai had built over five decades of carrying, vanished in that moment as he enslaved himself to the tenets of his duty. That’s all that remained once stripped of the brittle comforts to which the bowlers had clung to. That frenetic moment of picking the spice-laden sack and hoisting it upon their shoulder—that was the only permanence. That, and the aroma of spices that surrounded them, of course.

If not for the sack on his back, Amir would have stood erect, with his chest out, and glared at Hasmin. He’d have spat at him if there were enough saliva in his mouth.

Fortunately, he could do neither.

Remember, you need the Poison. Keep your mouth shut.

For a moment, Amir wondered if Hasmin would grab him and shove him to the ground. Or perhaps, cup him under his chin and crush the bones of his jaw.

Wishful thinking.

What Amir got was, instead, a projectile of mucus right in his face. All the wealth of a hydrated body, conjured in that working of tongue and cheek muscles.

Hasmin would sooner parade naked in front of the bowlers than touch one of them. But whip them? Spit on them?

That he did without compunction.

Amir, who needed both hands to cling to the sack, felt the spittle dribble down his cheek and along the line of his throat where the spicemark rested, and could do nothing about it. Even looking the chief of the chowkidars in the eye could be seen as an act of defiance.

Jhengara’s tune ended. A whistle from the Gate broke Hasmin’s glare. The second signal had arrived. Carriers shuffled ahead. Hasmin spat once more, this time so Amir had to sidestep the wad as it smacked into the dirt at his feet. The chief bellowed for the Carriers to maintain their line. A low breeze wafted in the scent from the saffron fields, stalks swaying, bulbs frolicking.

The rest was clockwork. Amir trudged on, not trying to be too eager. Usually, he would scurry to the end on all the duties—all except Halmora, when he’d always be excited to meet Harini. With those other deliveries, he’d hope against hope that, by the time his chance came, Hasmin would hold him back; announce that there had been a mistake, that the Carriers who had been ferried ahead were sufficient to complete the trade. That he, Amir, could return home, no harm done.

But in his ten years of carrying, he had never been blessed with such fortune.

Now, though, he wanted to get through. Needed his fortune to keep Hasmin from holding him back. Once Karim bhai sprinkled turmeric on the veil and disappeared through the Gate to Halmora, Amir took a deep breath and a step forward, his head spinning as the swirl beneath the arch shimmered with a steady thrum. A thrum that hammered into his bones. A thrum he wanted to stop screaming in his ears.

He adjusted the sack of saffron and hoisted it higher over his shoulder. It was amazing to think that such tiny strands or ground bits of a seed could weigh so much, but stuffed into a burlap bag until near-bursting, it was enough to bend the strongest back—which Amir could hardly claim to have. He gritted his teeth but said nothing as Hasmin poured some of the powdered leftover nutmeg on Amir’s extended palm. His key through the Gate.

His mind wobbled. He was not sure if the scent on Hasmin’s person was of orange or ginger. Amma would know.

The jumble continued, the Gate making it hard for him to focus. A lash fell on his back. He yelped. One of the chowkidars screamed at him to keep moving.

He swallowed hard and stopped a retort from escaping his mouth. The gatekeepers were only doing their jobs, yet in the presence of Hasmin, they appeared like extensions of him, like poisonous tentacles tethered to a heartless monster.

“I better not discover that you have strayed from the spice trail,” Hasmin growled, low enough for Amir to hear, then nudged him up the steps. Hasmin’s shadow eclipsed any warmth Amir might have felt as the Gate’s essence vibrated in his chest even louder.

Amir climbed the seven steps to the Gate, panting as his sack threatened to drag him down. When he was within a foot of the arch, he opened his fist and cast the nutmeg into the veil. The mirror shimmered violently, jerking and shuddering, dispelling a wave of heat—like masala thrust into boiling water—before transforming into a rippling shade of golden brown. It pulled the air toward itself, like a vacuum.

The Gate worked. Amir had no choice. He lifted his chin and stepped through, giving himself to the spice god, and as always, the great Gate tore him apart.

THERE WAS NOTHING LIKE IT. MOONFALL AFTER MOONFALL, AND that weightless, evanescent folding of himself was still something that stole Amir’s breath. The spicemark on his neck singed and flared like a wound that was being tortured with fire whips. His consciousness strained in that flicker as he glided through layers in space. That’s what Karim bhai called it. Space. Emptiness. Impossible, inhospitable—unknowns separating two far-flung kingdoms. And a tether in between.

Amir’s younger brother, Kabir, had questioned him a hundred times about it in curiosity over the years and all he could manage to tell the boy was this: Imagine yourself being pulled and pressed at the same time, from all sides, until you can no longer feel any sensation but pain—a harsh, searing pain. Your ribs, folding. Your flesh, compressed, like a ball of tamarind to be boiled. And before the realization of that impossibility sinks in, you’re on the other side, in a new land, denying that it had ever happened. Only the pain remains with you, lingering in the screaming shadows of the mind’s trauma, never to be forgotten.

Amir sucked in the air as that memory now swam inside him once more. He found his body struggling to accommodate this new intake of breath. Pain clogged his pores, and he ended up panting. He dropped the sack. The agony of passage—that he was used to. But why was every muscle on fire? He stayed there, kneeling, oblivious to the shifting footfalls around him.

Without Karim bhai, Amir suddenly felt alone. The other Carriers were similarly pained, and their glances spoke of that same wonder, as to why the Mouth was tormenting them more today. Was this punishment? Did the Mouth, in some inexplicable way, discover that Amir had switched his name from the Halmoran roster to the one heading to Vanasi by bribing Jhengara with a pouch full of cumin seeds? Had he inadvertently caused harm to his fellow Carriers?

As with each time through the gate, however, the pain dimmed. His eyes ceased to water, and the surroundings came into view.

The Spice Gate at Vanasi grew on a mound of earth, overlooking the fourth tower. The Gate was less haggard than the one in Raluha. Amir craned his neck, standing in the midst of the twisted vines, and gazed at the nine towers that surrounded the Gate. They were, each, at least three hundred to five hundred meters wide, and twenty stories high, piercing the sky like crooked fingers of stone. No two towers looked alike, but they were all unmistakably in the grasp of the forest they sprouted from. Bridges spanned overhead like cross ropes, connecting the towers at every few levels. The pathways were swamped by the movement of carts, wagons, and people, hanging markets and banners that children swung down from to move between levels, steps and ladders, and wooden mechanical lifts operated by pulleys that gave Vanasi the look of a constantly stirring jungle. And through it all, the vines and trees weaved a tapestry of nature, impossible to untangle.

Amir inhaled sharply, forgetting for one moment the pain at the fringes of his shoulder and down his back. The distant smell of nutmeg assaulted his senses, but Vanasi was more than nutmeg. The shadows within the towers spoke of strange secrets, of alchemy and spells and the abodes of reclusive chroniclers, astrologers, and mantravaadis whose rooms reeked of ink, coffee, and sacred ash, and whose windows were curved into the roofs so that they had a clear view of the night skies with stars that shone upon Vanasi brighter than on any other kingdom.

Sweet, leathery, almost balsamic was the fragrance of ghaliyah as it permeated through the forested floor of Vanasi. Amir stood to pick up his sack and followed the other Carriers toward the third tower.

No kingdom among the eight smelled as rich as Vanasi, except perhaps the perfume market of Talashshukh. The smells engulfed him here amid the chitter of birds, the sound of crickets, and the crush of undergrowth beneath his feet. The sun beat down on the Carriers’ necks, and Amir, feeling quite small and insignificant, craned to glimpse the tower through its myriad windows. The tower dwarfed everyone else, too, and for Amir, being amid these imposing towers of Vanasi, this was as close to being an equal to the abovefolk as he thought he could manage.

As they entered the third tower, Amir cast the net of his gaze toward the crowd of people for any hint of the Jewelmaker and his elusive Carnelian Caravan. They would have with them a vial of the Poison for him. He only had to find his contact.

There was always a singular trail for the Carriers from the Gate to the place of deposit. From there, they’d carry back to Raluha fresh sacks, laden with mace and nutmeg, or crates filled to the brim with bottles of perfume, with aromas ranging from camphor and musk to mastic and the enigmatic khaoulan. Occasionally, there’d be bags filled with astrology charts and spellbooks, and pages of religious scripture that were only reluctantly handed over to the Carriers, who—by virtue of belonging to the gatecaste—were forbidden to read them. Today, as they climbed the stairs of the third tower, from the opposite side came the rooters of Vanasi, the gatecaste equivalent of the Raluhan bowlers. Different names, similar fates. Amir exchanged nods with a few of the rooters he knew by face or name, and to the others he gave a perfunctory smile, a shared suffering that did not require words but merely the ghost of a sigh or the gentle scuttling aside to allow passage for the other person, a nicety invisible to the eyes of the abovefolk.

Once they deposited their sacks and crates, Amir and the other Carriers had an hour in which the Vanasari accountants and merchants counted the arrivals, wrote in their ledgers, and prepared for the return consignment to Raluha. In that time, most Carriers simply rested their backs against the walls, their eyes closed, their breaths shallow and blue. Many slept.

Karim bhai and Amir alone had been the exceptions through the years.

There was always a letter to deliver to someone in another kingdom, a secret correspondence, a gift or a curse, medicines and books that the kingdoms would otherwise tax on import. No end to the list of objects and services that people wished to trade beneath the gaze of the thronekeepers, and to them Karim bhai folded his hands, bowed, and offered himself as the shadow merchant who had an ear even among the ministers of the Raluhan palace, a station few bowlers could lay claim to.

And because Karim bhai would often not manage to carry all these surreptitious objects of another’s desire by himself, Amir would accompany him, cursing under his breath every additional step, every warren or tower they crawled into. There would always be an additional pouch of spice on offer, or a trinket to steal, anything that would make his family’s life more respectable in the Bowl. And more, the vagaries of the eight kingdoms laid themselves bare in front of Amir during these forbidden expeditions, and if not for one of those, Amir would never have met Bindu.

Today, as ever, the habit worked as a boon for him. He slipped out of the granary, tied a shawl around his throat to conceal the spicemark, and made his way across the bridge to the fifth tower: to the hanging market.

The bazaar was a series of circular bridges of wooden planks that wound around the tower like bangles around a wrist. Tethered to the bridges were platforms of shops, wrapped in nets like cocoons, suspended beneath rafters like lanterns. Amir, terrified of heights, clung to each pole and rafter, or occasionally grabbed someone’s arm with his eyes shut while he navigated through the crowd at the lip of the tower. He didn’t have much time.

Bindu, the woman who had tipped him off about the Jewelmaker during Amir’s previous visit to Vanasi, ran her shop of cheap perfumes in one of these concentric rings around the fifth tower. There was no shortage of distractions along the way. For Amir, who could smell every herb and condiment in the air, it took that little bit extra to make a beeline through the chaos of haggling and soaring voices to where Bindu kept her shop.

When he reached her stall, though, she was not there. Instead, a small boy sat on the swollen folds of the net, looking cross and betrayed while tossing a ball of tamarind in the air and catching it. He made a face as though his time were being abused.

Amir squeezed beneath the rafter and perched beside the boy. “Ho, where’s Bindu?”

All around them were hastily assembled shelves of perfumes and attar, the wind doing little to dissuade the fragrance of frankincense, myrrh, and sandalwood from leaving the shop. The tantalizing scents almost deflated what little energy Amir had left after Carrying. He wouldn’t mind sleeping here for a while.

“Not here,” said the boy.

“I can see that. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

The boy frowned at the shawl around Amir’s throat. “Who are you?”

Amir licked his lip and examined the boy. Nothing extraordinary. Bazaar-bred of Vanasi, the kind who could look at a nutmeg tree and tell when the pericarp was ripe to split open and fall.

“I am from the Carnelian Caravan,” whispered Amir, narrowing his eyes, pursing his lips, and looking straight at the boy condescendingly.

If the boy was skeptical, he did not show it at once. He continued fiddling with the tamarind ball, tossing it up and catching it even as he returned Amir’s cold stare. The next moment, however, he flung the tamarind at Amir’s face and screamed, “Akka, run!”

The tamarind smacked Amir on the nose. He’d have fallen backward if not for the shrouding of net that caught him. He turned in time to see a shape hurtling across the wooden planks on the market gangway, brushing past a host of bodies.

Amir cursed and shot a glare at the boy, who was grinning widely, revealing sparkling white teeth. Pulling himself out of the shop and back onto the plank bridge, Amir made his way through the crowd, through the haggling and the bargaining, the breeze whipping against his face and flicking his hair aside. Bindu had disappeared into the narrow crowd of shoppers on the bridge.

Amir hurried after her, fearing the worst: that she had kept the Poison for herself. His fear of heights dwindled in those feeble moments as he imagined returning to Raluha empty-handed, his future laid bare, his brother, Kabir, following him through the Spice Gate in a moonfall’s time, a sack bowing the little boy under. He dashed across the planks, each step a wager against slipping through a crack. But the hanging market of Vanasi had not killed a haggler in fifty years. He doubted he’d break the record today.

He pushed past jute sellers, past shops that sold wholesale herbs and spices, past karuveppilai hoarders and potato merchants, past a sea of carrots and sundried chilies. He then climbed three ladders to the next level—nearly bumping his head upon the feet of a descending woman, to whom he apologized profusely—to where the bazaar opened up to sprawls of books and scrolls, shrugging off shopkeepers screaming discounts in his ear. His eyes were trained on the flickering figure of Bindu ahead, in her black salwaar kameez, a wick against the sky as she dashed past where the market swerved into the tower, where in the shadows there came alive lanterns and candles of a hundred shapes and sizes.

Beneath that light, Amir stopped to catch his breath. The pain along his back magnified, and he clutched the pole of a shop’s tent, which annoyed the shopkeeper, who began to harass Amir to buy the bronze astrolabe swinging in front of his face, his gaze apparently constituting a contract to purchase. Amir had to duck to avoid the shopkeeper’s lunge, and once more chased after Bindu inside the tower.

She was heading toward the stairs, Amir realized, and along that way were the Vanasari guards. They wore gray, like the towers they patrolled, with large, angular helms that swayed with each step. They held batons in their hands and a permanent suspicion in their eyes. Amir wagered even being in their vicinity would lure them all to him. He’d be reported to Hasmin, and even a whiff of that singular threat was enough to deter him from going down that path. He couldn’t give up, though, so he slipped between two shops instead, past empty wagons and community homes stacked along the tower’s inner walls, and was quick to spy a second stairway built into a stone arch, a narrower one used by the servants and rooters.

Feeling right at home, Amir skipped down after a column of stragglers, past a family of seven trying to catch their breath, and down to the lower level, the door to which swung open once more into the winding bazaar around the tower. The breeze hit him hard, and he dashed across the wooden gangway, teetering precariously on a plank that leaned half into the open, and past sprawls of cabbages and beetroots and white pumpkins cut up in quarters. He leaped upward, caught the foot of a ladder, hoisted himself up, and climbed ten feet to land on a platform. The flooring shifted tremulously beneath his feet. He regained his balance and glowered at a shopkeeper who cursed him for being reckless.

Sorry, chacha, let me tell you another day how desperate I am.

At last, he rounded a bend, slipped beneath a plank, and scurried down three ladders to the lower level, where, precisely at that moment, Bindu was dashing toward him from the opposite side. She skidded to a halt in front of him, and Amir lunged to grab her. Together, they rolled on the narrow pathway along the side of the tower. People shrieked and jumped aside, and the shopkeepers yelled and hurled abuses at them. Amir stood, grabbed Bindu’s salwaar, and dragged her aside. He pushed her against the slab of an empty shop and, aware of dozens of eyes on them, managed a weak grin.

“I am a thief by nature, Bindu,” he gasped, each word revealing a stitch in his ribs. “Must you make this difficult? I thought we had a deal.”

Bindu coughed, her silver hair wriggling out of its bun. Her chest heaved. In that spoiled state, she looked no older than Amir, although he knew her to have at least a decade on him. She pushed his hand away and bent to catch her breath.

“They’re gone,” she managed.

Amir thought he hadn’t heard her properly. “I’m sorry?”

“They’re gone,” she repeated, pulling herself up, her hands on her hips, her gaze darting left and right. The onlookers had resumed shopping. The market had returned to its bustle.

“The Jewelmaker?”

Bindu raised her palm to cover Amir’s mouth. “Shush, will you? Gates, you’re a loud one. Not here. Follow me.”

Amir held her hand. “Don’t try to run away this time.”

He followed her out of the market and back inside the tower. They crossed two bridges to reach the second tower, nearly a mile away from the third, where he was due to return in a few minutes. He couldn’t afford to be late, not unless he wished a lifetime of recrimination from Hasmin and the end of any hope he had of escaping Raluha with his mother and brother. He conveyed as much to Bindu, who did not appear to be bothered by any of it. She appeared quite defeated herself, and Amir wondered what had transpired for a Vanasari local to be scared out of her wits.

Bindu led him into what appeared to be a carpenter’s workshop, where a lone man was polishing a cutting board. Bindu gestured to him to leave, which he promptly did. From one of the windows inside the workshop, Amir spied the first and the third towers and, in the distance below, one-half of the Spice Gate’s arch, beckoning him.

“The Jewelmaker’s gone,” she stated with a finality.

Amir allowed the words to sink in. He had hoped he’d misheard her in the market, that perhaps the wind had played tricks on his ears. “What do you mean he’s gone?” he sputtered, his heart racing. “He isn’t … you know, he’s not there, per se, ever, is he? He’s a shadow, a thing that many people imagine. How can he be gone if he wasn’t properly there?”

Bindu placed a hand on his cheek. “I mean he has decided not to supply the Poison anymore, thambi. Not him, nor the Carnelian Caravan that runs on his command.”

Amir chuckled. “That’s not possible. Don’t lie to me. Is it more saffron you need? Or perhaps honey? Tell me your price, Bindu ka, and I’ll give it to you.”

Bindu inspected the surface of a worktable, then turned to Amir. “As we speak, the upper levels of the ninth tower are in an uproar. Raja Jirasandha and Rani Ugrannia have summoned the ministers, the guilds, and the rooters’ representatives. Since nobody knows what the Jewelmaker looks like, and his caravan has all but disappeared off the face of the eight kingdoms, nobody knows what to do except scream into each other’s faces. The Poison, after all, is a bigger addiction than the spices. So, no, thambi, I am not lying. I stand to gain nothing by it.”

“Do you think it’s him?” Amir asked desperately. “Ilangovan?”

Bindu burst out laughing. “The Jewelmaker? No way! I have met Ilangovan, although briefly. Do not pay heed to such rumors. Besides, Ilangovan has not been seen in Vanasi in a long while now. He is content at the Black Coves. It is harvest season for coriander, after all.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Amir muttered. “Why would the Jewelmaker disappear?”

Bindu shrugged. “Perhaps that was the point, you know?”

“What?”

“To be senseless. To test how addicted people would get to a drug that would allow anyone not born branded by the spicemark to painlessly pass through the Gates. And then snatch it away from them without warning. A great joke?”

“I don’t know if it’s a joke or not, but the Poison is not for everyone. People like us, the bowlers, the rooters, we could never afford it, could we? I haven’t been able to buy a single vial. Nobody in the Bowl has.”

Bindu looked offended. “Ho, this is not exclusive to you gatecaste. Very few can afford the Poison, even outside the Root. Ever see me go buy a vial? I’d have to sell my shop and sell my ma’s bangles, and even then I might not get one. When was the last time someone other than a royal or a minister’s family member ever drank the Poison and used the Gates?”

“But this was supposed to be my chance. You were my contact, and I had enough spice and …”

“And you’re a Carrier. A Carrier asking for the Poison. Do you even hear yourself, thambi? You’re whining about something you never possibly could have had.”

He bristled at “whining,” and at the implication that she had always been leading him on. “This isn’t even for me—I’m not asking because of some fancy desire to travel the eight kingdoms. Gates know I do enough of that.”

“Then what do you need it for?” She looked at him shrewdly. “Or rather, who do you need it for?”

Amir bit his lip. He stiffened suddenly. “My business is my own. I paid you to give me information on the Jewelmaker. Is that why you ran? You finished off the saffron, didn’t you?”

“It’s saffron,” Bindu conceded at once. “What do you expect me to do, hoard it? I’d be robbed the first night here. Every sack you lot brought from Raluha goes into the eighth and ninth towers. The bazaar gets pittances. Just a ghost of it, a shade of it on our palms.”

And the rooters and the bowlers, even less, he wanted to say, but held his tongue.

“I expected you to hold up your end of the bargain.”

“I did what I could—I gave you information about the Jewelmaker. That information is that he’s not here.”

Amir slumped against the wall, holding his head in his hands. He had wasted the saffron from his allowance. The bits and pieces of other spices he’d received as payment from Karim bhai for those little secret expeditions, those he had squirreled away to pay Bindu to help him. He was a thief, and it was a bitter feeling being robbed. He felt suddenly powerless, a rage clotting in his heart against the system. He felt as though he deserved at least a little for things to go his way. Some meager compensation. A pinch of luck.

That wasn’t the bowlers’ lot now, was it?

“So … that’s it?” he moaned. “The Poison’s gone? Perhaps the Jewelmaker will return, perhaps in a fortnight, perhaps a mooncycle? He has to!”

“And if he does, I’ll let you know,” replied Bindu. “But right now, the market runs dry, thambi. Not a single drop. The afsal dina is in a week’s time, and the thronekeepers have already begun to scour their last reserves to travel to Jhanak for the harvest and the feast. You’d do better to forget whatever it is that you think you need the Poison for.”

“You must know if someone has a vial,” Amir pleaded. “Just one vial.” For my mother, he added under his breath.

Bindu shook her head. “Ever since the Jewelmaker’s disappearance, Jirasandha conducted raids across the nine towers, including the Root. Weeded out every last drop of the Poison that came in as contraband and smuggled them into the ninth. And even that has not been sufficient. Everyone’s furious, and it doesn’t help that Ilangovan’s menace in Jhanak has only worsened. The thronekeepers need more Poison if they’re to send guards to bolster Jhanak’s navy and nab the damned pirate. But even that plan is now down the drain. At the afsal dina, the thronekeepers will gather in Jhanak to find a way to solve this problem once and for all.”

Amir looked away, through a window, swallowing any rebuttal that rose up in his throat. He wished to defend Ilangovan, but he knew he’d only make matters worse for himself. He had worried that Ilangovan, who was known to smuggle the gatecaste out of their plight, was here and had ruined everything. But now he wondered if it would have been better if the smuggler had been in Vanasi, so that Amir could have seen what the man could do to help his family. Instead, Amir had trusted Bindu and the elusive promise of the Poison—clearly that had been a mistake. To believe in what Bindu was saying now felt like a mistake too. For deep down, he knew Ilangovan would never be caught. He had provided haven to runaway Carriers for four decades, eluding the Spice Trade’s venomous arms and defying their will at every turn.

And even though Ilangovan’s methods had often been questionable, Amir did not think he could find a better home for his mother and Kabir.

And yourself. You deserve it just as much.

Bindu must have seen the despair on his face, the hopelessness haunting his eyes. She sighed, emitting a low whistle. “Gates, you must really be desperate if you can manage that expression on your face. What is it, a lover from another kingdom you wish to sneak into Raluha? I’ve heard there are daayans among the Kalanadi women luring Carriers like you.”

“No, not a lover—”

“Ah, you know what, it doesn’t matter. Gates know I’ve paid for my curiosities. And this whole Poison game is an upper-caste scandal, and I don’t mind seeing bowlers like you swigging a vial down your throats every now and then, so mayhaps I’ll part with this little whisper that floated into my ears earlier today.”

Amir perked up. Of course there was an exception. It was Bindu he was talking to, the thrift rani of Vanasi, from whom nothing that transpired in this aesthetic regime was hidden. A daughter of Karim bhai in spirit. A liar, for sure, but a liar who sold lies he was eager to hear.

“Who?” Amir asked, his chest swelling up.

She kept her face plain and unyielding. And slowly, one arm extended toward Amir, the palm open. “If you’re a thief by nature, Amir of Raluha, I am the Vanasari rat of bargain.”

One finger curled in invitation.

“Then fulfill your previous bargain! I don’t have any more saffron,” Amir snapped. It gladdened him for once that he was not bluffing. Be it bowlers or rooters, or any of the gatecaste among the eight kingdoms, the obsession with spice escaped few. What began in the ornate palaces and the marble-decked households trickled down to the bazaar, and from there to the thin, barely stitched pockets of the lowborn. Seven levels of the hanging market in the tower of Vanasi was not sufficient to fill the bellies of one kingdom. They needed more; they always needed more.

“Empty your pockets,” she commanded him.

Amir was stunned at her audacity. She had the temerity to question him after consuming his own saffron for nothing, and yet there was little he could do in that moment except obey her. If she isn’t lying …

He emptied his pockets.

A single rolled parchment fell out.

A gift for Harini he had forgotten to hand over to Karim bhai along with the letter.

Bindu picked up the parchment and untied the ribbon before he could snatch it back. She opened it, and her eyes widened. For on the parchment was a painting of Raluha as seen from the eyes of a vulture. Replete with the saffron fields, the Spice Gate in its blooming midst, the great vale of settlements shaped like a bowl, the palace to the north, the stone manors and marble halls to the west, the market along the slopes, and at the bottom of the valley, the Bowl itself. The home of the gatecaste.

Bindu stared at it, at a loss for words. She licked the dryness off her lips and blinked. A moment later, she folded and pocketed the parchment.

“Give it back, please,” said Amir. “It is a gift meant for another.”

“Do you want your whisper or not?”

“I do, but this cannot be the price.”

“The painting will fetch entire jars of spice,” Bindu argued, wonder laced in her own voice, at the ease of the argument. “So very few in Vanasi know what Raluha looks like. These saffron fields …”

“Ho,” cried Amir. “Look at your face. I doubt you will sell this.”

You know you will. You have in the past, too, to earn a few extra spices for Amma.

Bindu smiled sadly, and Amir wondered if he was finally seeing her true face. “No, I will not.”

Amir clenched his fists and took a deep breath. Bindu’s thin smile did not waver. Amir slowly smiled in return, as though this were a game that they would never tire of playing, this ridiculous stench of barter, this inheritance of the bazaar that ran in the blood of every man, woman, and child of the eight kingdoms. He did not doubt the wealth of what Bindu was holding in her hands.

And thus, he conceded it.

“Okay, you have a deal. Tell me now. Who has the Poison?”

“I cannot say for certain,” Bindu replied, “and you will certainly not hold me accountable, but word in the bazaar is that the Jewelmaker ceased his supply after Rajkumari Harini of Halmora duped the Carnelian Caravan for a barrel full of the Poison five days ago.”
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Each daughter of Kabuliyah sat on one side of the weighing scale, the other balanced by sacks of cardamoms and groundnuts. And when the weights matched, the dowry for the wedding was decided.

—JANNAT MUNSHI, SHAADIGHAR: CRITICISMS OF A RALUHAN MARRIAGE



The Bowl sagged in a life of its own. Its breathing was labored and rattled, often mingling with the sounds of its occupants: the bowlers—and among them, the Carriers—who snored louder than the roosters, and for longer than the bells clanged each morning from the Mouth’s temples. Kabir swore Amir snored like a pigsty, and no amount of crushed elaichi in water made it go away.

“Ho, did you give the painting to Harini?” Kabir asked the following evening after Amir had returned from Vanasi, his voice low, one eye beyond the curtain where Amma cooked dinner with one hand cupping her round belly. The aroma of spices was faint, and Amir hoped the Bashara would refill their jars next week.

He gave a faint nod to his brother, the spasms in his back stinging his bones. He winced, tracing a hand as far down his spine as he could and stretching his shoulders. “Yes, yes. She loved it. Said she’d hang it in her bedchamber along with the other paintings.”

Kabir’s chest heaved, and a grin formed on his lips. “I’m going to paint more. Do you think the other thronekeepers might like them too?” In the semidarkness of their home, Amir glimpsed the spicemark on his brother’s throat. He shrugged noncommittally. “It doesn’t matter. Just draw because you like to. I’m sure someone will find it worthy of hanging in their bedchamber.”

The thought seemed to please Kabir, who scampered to the shelf to pick out a fresh sheet of parchment and ran out of the house to begin his new work. Amir, too tired to chase after his brother, sat and leafed through his other paintings. Raluha was not the only focus of Kabir’s art. He had, in his boundless eleven-year-old imagination, conjured even the Outerlands beyond the kingdoms. The mountains that could be seen from the saffron fields, the clouds hovering over them, the forests and the darkness they heralded beyond the fences. He had drawn rivers sparkling beneath the sunlight, burbling through thick jungles, and—

Amir paused, his hand shivering at the next sheaf of parchment he came to. It showed an enormous beast, covering nearly the entirety of the paper, a black thing of malice that seemed to tower over a village. Kabir had liberally blackened the painting and left two crimson pinpricks in the heart of that darkness for eyes that glared at Amir through the parchment.

Heedless of his own words, he folded the painting and went after Kabir. He knew where to find him.

The Bowl came alive in much the same way Jhanak’s fish market did in the evenings. Nobody liked to sit inside their homes, not like the abovefolk. An hour of opinions and gossip, an hour of salves being applied to soothe troubled spines. The air stank of stale ginger, and the trickle of sewage was a permanent fixture along the fringes of the Bowl, like the steady passage of time, an endless riot of decadence amid the dim, flickering lanterns, while the Raluha above glowed like fragments of a golden moon.

The one thing it rarely smelled like was, ironically, saffron. No, only one yellow thing trickled down to the Bowl, and it wasn’t the kingdom’s spice.

Amir hated how content many of the bowlers looked. The sound of laughter stopped him in his tracks as he glimpsed Veni and Madhuri exchanging quips while sitting on a ledge. Beyond them, half a dozen men lounged outside a chai stall. Damini, who had tied a cloth around half her face, was sweeping one corner of the lane and with a swerve of her hip breaking into an awkward dance, her lips moving in sync with a song.

Or perhaps this was what it meant to live, and Amir had gotten it all wrong. That his desire to escape Raluha and join Ilangovan and his band of pirates in the Black Coves was as delusional as Karim bhai had claimed.

He found the object of his ire lying on a jute cot in a lungi, one leg across the other, a beedi between his lips, wispy clouds of smoke shooting out from an “o” at the center of his mouth. Kabir sat beside Karim bhai, sketching beneath candlelight.

“Go back home,” Amir told him. “Amma needs your help.”

Kabir looked pained. “But I just started drawing. Give me some time.”

“Now, Kabir,” Amir growled. Beside him, Karim bhai chuckled, removing the beedi from his mouth to reveal betel-stained teeth, and prodded Kabir to heed his brother’s instruction. When Kabir was gone, Amir shed what little patience he had. He unfolded the painting stowed beneath his tunic and shoved it into Karim bhai’s face.

“You’re teaching him to draw the Immortal Sons?”

Karim bhai gave a nonchalant shrug, his eyes darting around the edges of the parchment. “Someone has to. It is better they fear from a young age what waits for them beyond the fence in the Outerlands. It is how we’ll have fewer runaways like your father. Walked right into death’s open maw, didn’t he?”

Amir pulled the painting away and tore it to pieces, letting the bits rain on Karim bhai’s head. “It is enough to know the Outerlands as impassable. There’s no need for this religious hogwash peddled by the abovefolk to add flavor to it. I don’t want Kabir to be a slave to such stories, bhai.”

“You talk as if you haven’t been getting money or spices from selling them. And what do you tell the poor boy, ho? That you’re gifting his works to the people of the eight kingdoms. Gifting.”

Amir had, on several occasions, sold Kabir’s paintings. Amma’s addiction to ginger and cumin had grown to a point where she was willing to starve in their absence. Of course, Amir never told this to Kabir. His brother had one thing going for him, and Amir did not wish to ruin the flavor of this passion by making it seem like a profitable endeavor. Not when, soon enough, Kabir would be forced upon the spice trail. Would his callused hands be willing to paint after that? The thought made Amir shudder.

Karim bhai took another drag of the beedi before stubbing it beneath his sandals. He bade Amir to sit beside him on the cot, then swatted a mosquito on his arm. “There was a time when your father was not a slave to such stories, either, pulla. Instead, he got too curious. Would creep to the fences and wonder what lay beyond. He was a fearless one, your appa. Hated being told what to do, and where his station lay. There’s always folk like that from the Bowl, who, once they start climbing out, don’t want to stop. They don’t know how to.”

“I can’t imagine why,” replied Amir scathingly, thinking of Ilangovan.

“It’s not unwise, then, to say your prayers. To remain bounded by the scriptures.”

“Scriptures that exclude us as humans.” Amir spat on the ground. “We’re worse than slaves, bhai.”

Karim bhai emitted a gentle tsk. “Gah! We all make a big deal out of it, don’t we?”

“Easy for you to say,” Amir barked. “You get everything you want at the feet of your dear ministers.”

“Ho, pulla, and you don’t? Last I checked, we were two shadows prowling the eight kingdoms, not one. You may not walk their halls, but you carry their scents just as much as I do.”

Amir was incensed. “I did it so I could save up for the Poison!”

If Karim bhai was offended by the remark, he did not show it. “I do my bit for the Bowl while walking the gilded palace, pulla. Fifty-five years I’ve served the palace, since I was your brother’s age. Who do you think convinced Suman-Koti to sign the accord to permit bowlers to open their shops in the bazaar? Who do you think urged the Minister of Grains to increase the spice allowance for families whose sons and daughters were Carriers? If Orbalun is considering reserving even a single seat upon his council for a gatecaste, it is because I have sat at his ministers’ feet day and night, groveling, stitching myself to the shadows, delivering gifts and personal messages to distant kingdoms unbeknownst to the Spice Trade. I have planted myself between the abovefolk and you lot so that I take the first blow when I can.”

“You don’t have to,” Amir pleaded with him. “You can come with me to the Black Coves. To Ilangovan.”

Karim bhai clapped, bursting into laughter. He laughed for what seemed like a long time, until the skies darkened, then sighed and descended into coughs, clutching his chest, sputtering in smaller bursts of cackles. He placed a hand on Amir’s shoulder and leaned against him, chest heaving. “Do your thing, pulla, and let me do mine. The Mouth has blessed me with the spicemark in this life, and I intend to see this duty through.”

“Ho,” Amir complained. “Do your duty, all right. Deliver all the letters the abovefolk give you. But don’t deliver mine, is that your way?”

Karim bhai shoved him off the cot. “I waited an entire hour at the doors to the palace. Harini never showed up. Nor her father, nor her guards. The palace was naught but quiet, pulla. Don’t blame me. Karim bhai never fails to deliver a letter.”

Amir’s train of thought—and frustration at Karim bhai’s argument—snapped at once. His heart skipped a beat as Harini swam back into his thoughts.

What did she need all that Poison for? Or had Bindu been lying merely to get away from Amir? She couldn’t have possibly known any feelings he had for Harini. And it seemed improbable that, of all the thronekeepers and their scions, Bindu would have taken the name of Harini out of thin air to spin such a tale.

Equally as curious was why Harini wouldn’t receive Karim bhai. Was she angry that Amir had not come himself? He’d promised her, after all. Either way, he had too many questions that needed answering, none of which this old fool of a Carrier smoking his beedi and scratching his beard could give.

“I need to go to Halmora,” Amir said flatly.

Karim bhai smiled, lighting up another beedi and exhaling a puff of smoke into the stale night air of the Bowl. “You’re lucky, we have carrying duty to Halmora in five days. I checked Jhengara’s roster, and your name is on it. We’ve been chosen to bring back a hundred pounds of turmeric, for the maharani’s Bashara.”

A hundred pounds, he thought wearily, touching the mark on his neck. A blessing and a curse.

HASMIN WHIPPED THE CARRIERS INTO A STRAIGHT LINE. HE BARKED incessant orders and was in general a pestilence that afternoon. Amir was tempted to rile him up further, just to show his spine wasn’t fully bent, but was held back by Karim bhai.

“I can’t just let him go about—”

“Of course you can! Hasmin knows how important today’s duty is. If anything, he’s being more restrained than usual.”

“Gah!”

“Look at how he glances about. He feels the eyes on him.”

“Eyes?”

“We are going to Halmora to help fulfill the Bashara.”

“I couldn’t care less about the Bashara, bhai.”

“Ignore the significance of the Bashara at your own peril. Not for nothing did the Minister of Silk himself remind me to count the sacks. And who do you think put Suman-Koti in charge?”

“Orbalun?” Amir made an educated guess. Trust Karim bhai to constantly measure his closeness to the maharaja of Raluha at every opportunity. In this matter, though, Amir conceded the right of pride to the old Carrier. The Bashara was a sacred ritual, one that celebrated the future of the kingdom. And for Carriers, it meant an additional spice allowance for their families, and perhaps even a day off. Amir did not care for the former, but the day off … ah, the temptation was sore.

“Ho.” Karim bhai nodded. “The Bashara cannot start without the maharaja smearing the Mouth’s idol with turmeric.”

A hundred pounds of it, Amir thought bitterly. That should cover the Mouth and then some.

Coming from the Bowl, Amir never understood this incessant thirst for rituals the rest of Raluha had. Bowlers liked to keep things simple. A quick prayer, a song or two, and then out flowed the barrels of toddy. The palace, on the other hand, swam in the quagmire of a hundred customs.

Not that he’d been spared learning about the Bashara: Amir’s mother had not held back on any of the ostentatious details. She spoke of it like a song: as the queen went into labor, all the labor would go into serving the queen. Nine crones from the merchant quarters were to ascend the palace on the eve of the birth, muttering bashara under their breath. Adorned with pearl necklaces and gems encrusted with strips of amethysts, the crones would calm the queen in her torment and screeching agony, pasting turmeric on her cheeks, putting garlic and pepper in her mouth, and smearing saffron on her hair. A nutmeg, if she behaved. They would then dip her feet in rosewater pestled with sandalwood and dried ash and sing verses from the song of the unborn. From the doors at the end of the wetchamber the priests would ring bells until the baby slithered out, and the runners would dash to the restless thronekeeper—Maharaja Orbalun—with the good news.

It was all a little too much. No—it was a lot too much. But he was going to meet Harini, and on most days the mere thought of a moment with her was enough reason to suffer Hasmin’s whips and barks, even though it was in service of wasting spice on a baby.

“Remember, not more than an hour,” Karim bhai warned as the line began to move, the Carriers ahead flicking pinches of turmeric into the veil and disappearing through the Spice Gate. “You got lucky with the Vanasari guards, but the Haldiveer are not so frugal in their security.”

“I’ll be in and out before they know it.”

“I’m not so sure, pulla.” Karim bhai lowered his voice. “Something is amiss.”

“What do you mean?”

“Could be nothing, but I brought Suman-Koti a letter from Halmora yesterday. A letter written by a Meshti minister. He demanded to escalate a trade inquiry into why Halmora had given the Meshti Carriers only a quarter of their agreed-upon turmeric.”

“A quarter? But—”

“Ho!” Karim bhai whispered gravely. They were close to the Gate. “Halmora has been desperate to sell their turmeric. It’s always been a demand issue. Why are they withholding it now? Unless there’s been a production choke, which is unlikely. The forests around the fort teem with turmeric plants.”

“What does this have to do with anything?”

“It’s just strange, ho, is all. And the Spice Trade abhors strange,” Karim bhai said. “I’m just asking you to be careful, pulla. Whatever you do, be back in an hour. Today is not like other days.

“And Halmora is nothing like Vanasi.”

This conversation seemed overly dramatic, and Amir wanted to chide Karim bhai for his superstitious nonsense, but they could not continue speaking, for Hasmin was upon them like a storm. It wasn’t like they had ever stopped walking—Karim bhai lumbered up the seven steps, Amir on his trail. But the senapati still snuck between them and stopped Amir with the tip of his pike.

“You …” A sardonic smile crept across his face. “You think I don’t know what you’re up to?”

Amir blinked but did not avert his gaze. He exerted a grimace as the sack wore him down, but he remained standing on the first step, watching Karim bhai disappear through the Spice Gate. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Hasmin pushed the tip deeper. The uneasiness spread through Amir’s skin, a cold, gnawing feeling. But even worse was the premonition of the words to come. Hasmin towered over Amir in that fragile moment. “Word always reaches my ears. Don’t think I don’t know what happened in Vanasi, and who was responsible for the mess in the hanging market.”

Amir shivered on the inside, but outwardly he remained stoic as ever. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about, Hasmin kaka.” He made to dodge the pike and resume his climb to the Gate, but Hasmin stopped him again.

“Your brother turns twelve in six moonfalls,” he whispered. “All his days of gallivanting across the Bowl, scribbling on parchment, are coming to an end.” The smile lingered on Hasmin’s lips, and Amir wanted little more than to whirl the sack over his head and smack Hasmin with it.

“Try it,” Hasmin said, obviously seeing the violence in Amir’s eyes, which he now averted, knowing confrontation would get him nowhere. He seethed, though, hearing his brother’s name on this vile man’s lips. “If you stray from your duty again,” Hasmin threatened, bringing his face closer to Amir’s, who, pressed by the weight of the sack, could barely shift, “or if I hear one more word of a Raluhan mishap on foreign soil, your brother will wake up tomorrow a Carrier.”

Amir gulped and nodded. The words pummeled him, churning his flesh, invoking the kind of rage that had thrust him headlong into this ploy to get himself and his family out of Raluha in the first place. Yet he leashed his anger, that bubbling fury, and gripped the ends of his sack tighter, his beaten knuckles straining, letting the rage guide him forward to Halmora. To Harini. To the Poison.

Somehow he managed to pull himself away from Hasmin.

“Kaka,” he said with false cheer, “it’s the Bashara. Don’t want us to be late with the turmeric, do you?”

Saying this, he brushed past the chief, who persisted with his smugness. Amir flicked a handful of turmeric into the veil. His heart was buried by thoughts that could have been nightmares, and in that sea of saffron, against the frolicking bulbs, he conjured Harini’s face in his mind and stepped into the Spice Gate.

AMIR SUCKED IN A DIFFERENT AIR AS THE MEMORY OF HARINI FADED, even if for a moment. For his body was breaking down. His insides roared as though they had been imprisoned inside his body and demanded to be released.

His eyes struggled open. Afternoon had transformed into the death of evening. The sound of thunder filled the sky, trailing a residue of the fading light. A gentle drizzle pattered down. Around Amir, a score of Halmoran warriors—the Haldiveer—stood on alert, their faces like painted leather shields, hair pinned back like horsetails, and a hairband of golden feathers tied together with a string of bones and tusks. They looked more and more frightening as the day melted into night.

Few places demanded caution like Halmora, the turmeric empire.

Like Amir, the other Carriers struggled to recover from the passage through the Gate. Karim bhai was hobbling, his grip on his sack slackening with each step. Amir’s own muscles heated, his back spasmed, and something with thorns uncoiled in his head.

Gates, it has never been this bad before! He realized he’d had the same thought after going through the gate to Vanasi and wondered if he always thought this. But no, this was different, as it had been the time before. It was worse.

What is happening?

It didn’t bother the Haldiveer, though. Since they did not bear the spicemark, they couldn’t possibly know how traveling through the Gate felt, let alone how it might feel different. Their change in attire did not conceal their spite for the gatecaste, a trait they shared with the saffron-garbed chowkidars of Raluha and with the guards of each of the other six kingdoms.

Amir looked beyond the warriors, where a narrow trail led down through a forested slope into the great palace fort snuggled within an endless jungle.

The Halmoran qila.

Firelight sizzled under fluttering canopies of the market and from hollow windows of the fort, reminding Amir that neither the darkness nor the rain deterred the trade of spices.

“Keep moving,” one of the Haldiveer barked.

Karim bhai dropped his sack and clasped his quaking hands together. “Please, saheb. Just give us a moment.”

The Haldiveer closest to him remained tight-lipped, but his companions grimaced in disapproval. An unrest prevailed in the air. Amir thought he would collapse before he reached the granary. Forcing his feet to hold his weight, he allowed himself to dream of the comforts of home. Of Amma’s sambar, infused with garlic, tamarind, and heeng, floating in a well of rice, awaiting to be slurped. Home, however, he imagined, was one among the distant specks of stars spattered on the sky. Although for all he knew, the Gates bridged the farthest corners of the world, making home even farther away.

The rain intensified. The fleeting moment of rest ended. The Haldiveer rushed to whip the Carriers into picking up the sacks before covering the goods with poncho bags. It left the Carriers soaking in the rain as they hobbled toward the fort-kingdom.

Amir snuck up beside Karim bhai. “Why is it hurting more?”

“How would I know?” Karim bhai whispered back. “But it does, and they won’t give us a break.”

“They seem to be in a hurry to get us to the granary and back to Raluha.”

Less time to meet Harini. If anyone ever calls me lucky again …

A pair of the Haldiveer on horseback came riding beside them, and the conversation died. Worry crept into Amir’s mood. Strange times, Karim bhai had said. And it seemed as if that was indeed the case, the more he thought about the news Bindu had shared. No kingdom among the eight had ever withheld the spice they were producing. Could Harini be aware of this? She’d always hated politics, or at least stayed away from them while her parents oversaw the Spice Trade. And yet, it was her name Bindu had spoken, and not those of Raja Virular or Rani Bhagyamma.

What if Harini was in trouble? What if the Jewelmaker had decided to reclaim his lost Poison?

If what Bindu said is true … no—you still don’t know that.

The problem was, Amir didn’t seem to know anything.

His heart rate spiked. What little patience he had fizzled out like a headache after chewing pepper. He had to find Harini. If she truly believed in what they shared, she’d give him at least one vial of the Poison and tell him what was going on.

He had bartered his entire monthly spice allowance—and a painting—for this one opportunity to meet again with her, and he was not going to squander it.

If he was caught, he’d be at peace knowing he had tried.

But if you’re not …

The Haldiveer led them down the trail and into the great walled fort through the portcullis. The air was alive with murmurs. Nobody said a word out loud, save the odd command directing them toward the storehouses. The itch of impatience awakened in Amir once they were inside the fort proper. Each step was an invisible obstacle he had to kick through on that dirt-strewn path that spiraled around the palace, hugging the mound upon which it sat like a sagacious thronekeeper. Sand-baked walls, now flaky and wet, flanked them on both sides, and the scratches on them were window slits, revealing decadent homes and cave shops. Amir knew the hidden alleyways by heart, including the ones that burrowed into the qila cellars and the deep vaults where Harini claimed the older thronekeepers had once bred fire-lions for pit fights and for punishing disobedient Carriers.

In the past, using Karim bhai to distract the others while Amir slipped away was a simple task. Harini would wait for him in the cellar in her dusk-colored paavadai, smelling of amber and chive, sniffing a strip of cinnamon with a grin that revealed her broken tooth. They never had much time, and Amir had made the most of every heartbeat. Each moment seemed to race toward that end where he would tie himself back to the tail of the Carriers’ procession, his sweat glossed over by layers of Harini’s perfume.

He never believed at first that it was happening. That Harini, the scion of the Halmoran Empire, was down in the cellars with him, from where they would stalk into the palace gardens above, dig their nails into the soil, sift through the mud, and laugh to themselves. She talked to him about her palace, her family, her walks into the wilderness, sitting on great boars or horses, mimicking the sound of birds and crickets until her father’s men chased the rabbits and the deer all the way to the edge of the forest, where the world ended and the unknown Outerlands began.

Amir always questioned her motives and avoided that vacuum in their conversation that would prompt her to ask him about his life, and he would have nothing to talk of but his brother who would be a Carrier in a year, and his pregnant mother due any day now. Not to mention those who lurked above Raluha’s Bowl, stamping on their heads, calling them gatecaste as if they had some kind of choice in the matter, and crushing their lives in squalor.

Amir had, long ago, exhausted his trunk of dreams, those initial weeks when he couldn’t stop blabbering to Harini about the other kingdoms—about Amarohi, with its waterfalls and white clouds, where the great bridge of cloves spanned a gorge so deep that his guts threatened to spill out. Of Talashshukh and its marble halls and libraries and endless bazaars fragrant in ginger and nutmeg, of Jhanak and its bustling port, its drunk merchants and taverns streaming with ale, cinnamon, and meat. Of drowning the pains of the Gate in a mug with Karim bhai and the others, learning songs from the sailors who brought back
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