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Dedication

For Tate, because it is about time, and because my love story would not be complete without you.
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CHAPTER 1

Seduction is all I’ve ever known.

I am made for it. I have destroyed lives with it.

I never wanted to.

I CLOSE MY EYES SO I DON’T HAVE TO SEE THE HUNGER IN Queen Tara’s face. Instead, I focus on my dance.

My body sways to the music of her singers. The beats of the drum mimic the beating of my heart. Flute strains whisper through my hair, entwining around my thick, coiling braid. The melody makes its way into my body and pulls gently, drawing my movements forward. I bend my arms to beckon to an imaginary lover.

Queen Tara’s sharp intake of breath echoes in my ears.

Amaravati’s magic fills me from head to toe.

The City of Immortals is my home. It is the cord connecting me to all of heaven’s magic. I am in the mortal realm, far from Amaravati now, but the city’s power builds behind my navel. It grows over my head like a shimmering halo, expanding around my body in gleams of gold dust. The magic of heaven comes to me in amorphous waves, then in deeper currents. Power pours into and out of me.

My aura starts to pulse. The sari I’m wearing tightens, emphasizing my curves. The necklaces against my collarbone start to tingle. My bangles clink, making music of their own, and the diamond belt around my waist glints brightly, throwing shafts of light across the room. Goose bumps erupt along my skin.

Slowly, languorously, I spin my wrist into a mudra, a dance sigil. The fingers of my right hand touch at the tips, then open into First Blush. A wild red rose blossoms out of thin air onto my palm.

The flower settles its weightless petals on my skin. To Queen Tara, who is avidly watching from her cushioned bed, it will look real. Rambha once told me that the true power of my dance lay not in my beauty but in the strength of my illusions. A smile forms on my lips as I think of her.

First a rose, then a garden, then the stormy cascade of a furious waterfall—the illusion forms rapidly, transforming Queen Tara’s bedchamber, burying it in a lush, untamed meadow. My hands move from one mudra into another. Lover’s Caress. Dew on Golden Skin. Heart Fire.

My hips undulate. My feet spin in small circles, arms thrown out in release. The music lifts in a crescendo, lilting, teasing, wrapping itself all over me like a beloved’s breath.

Dark gray rocks form on the walls, enclosing us in a private recess. Vines twine over the rocks, delicate buds unfurling. The thick perfume of a thousand passionflowers envelops us, heat and spice and musk. Moisture sprays my skin from the waterfall pouring from the high ceiling. In minutes, the illusion is so deep, even I am lost to it.

I know the meadow is not real. That I am still in Queen Tara’s private quarters. But it is hard to remember when the scents of flowers tickle my nose and sun-warmed moss cushions my bare feet. Sweat beads my forehead, trickles down my throat, pools between my collarbones, before evaporating in mists of heat.

Happiness swells in my heart. I am beautiful. Intoxicating. This gushing waterfall is evidence—I am a creature of joy. Of love.

A creature of lust, Indra’s voice corrects me in my mind.

I stumble. The joy inside me withers, the honey sweetness curdling to bitterness in my mouth. My eyes snap open, and because I have stopped dancing, the illusion wobbles.

The vines on the walls tremble. The flowers stutter. The fragrance which had overtaken the room softens, then starts to dissipate.

Queen Tara is still staring at me, slack-jawed and heavy-eyed, from her bed, but around us the magical meadow distorts. Rocks liquify into gray sludge. Silver glistens in loud, discordant flashes as the waterfall blinks in and out of existence, reacting to my darkening mood. Slowly the wild garden melts, returning us to her mortal bedchamber. Behind the privacy curtain, I see the shapes of Tara’s musicians. I did not cast my illusion for them, and they are not enchanted by my magic, but they will not interrupt us. Tara saw to that. I did, with my command of her.

The queen blinks. Concern bleeds through the lust still clouding her eyes. She rises from her gold-threaded cushions.

“My sweet?” she asks, and her voice is throaty, heavy, akin to one speaking through viscous sleep.

It is a timbre I recognize only too well. I have come to associate it with success. With shame.

I say nothing, trying to shake the memory of Lord Indra’s voice from my head and sort through my growing chaos. A frown tightens my face, and I attempt to school it, hoping to retain some measure of the peace that I felt through my dance. Tara pulls me into her arms. She strokes my hair, tugging at the strands. Her thumb traces the outline of my lips, pulling at my mouth. Her fingers splay on my neck, holding me captive. My own shallow pulse echoes beneath her touch. An ironic laugh builds behind my mouth, that she—a mark—is trying to smooth away my despair, even if it is in a manner she desires, not one I need.

“Come,” she whispers. “I know what will please you.” She tries to lead me, but I shake my head, resisting the movement.

Tara has wanted me in her bed for months, but it is not to please me. It is to please herself. I know this because I have created these thoughts in her. Reveal your lust, I command silently, and an image blossoms in my mind. Tara seizing my hair, bending me down to her. I am on my knees, naked except for my jewelry. My riches, my body, my mind—all of it belongs to her. Vulnerable and weak, I am to be her greatest jewel.

The image flares, then subsides. I hold my turmoil at bay, watching her and the deep hunger for me that she now feels.

This is the last stage of my seduction. When I first created this spell to discern her lust, I saw her ultimate supremacy over her nation, wrought through fire and sword. It took months to alter that desire. In discreet glances and poisonous whispers, I consolidated it, molding her to want me and me alone. My illusions were subtle and glorious, for her eyes alone. Convinced by them, she imprisoned her brother, exiled her cabinet, shattered age-old rules. Once she had been confident, her gaze imperious, her posture straight. Now she is a ghost of her former self—enraptured with me to the point of forgetting everything else, even food and drink. Her brown skin is waxy, the healthy glow gone.

It is over.

I am the only thing that matters to Queen Tara anymore.

She tugs me again, this time harder. Her eyes dart between me and the cushioned bed. Vaguely, I wonder if I should consummate her desire. Others of my ilk have done so. Tumbled with their marks without regret after those marks have been seduced. Some have done it even before—simply another step in their missions. It would be a kind of reparation—to fulfill the very desire I have created in Tara. I would not be leaving her undone. The corners of her mouth quiver as she notices my contemplation. I lean in—a kiss, what would it hurt? Tara’s breathing grows ragged in the space between us.

No, I think. Shame grips me, locking my muscles. Self-disgust sinks its nails into my heart, at what I’d been about to justify. Tara does not know her mind. Whatever she thinks she wants, it is not her want, not truly. She is enthralled. She is seduced.

My face hardens.

I pull her hands away from me.

I step back.

Tara’s eyes grow larger, confused, and my shoulders sag, heavy with guilt. I open my mouth, wanting to say something. An apology. An explanation. Something.

Yet what is there to say? I’ve danced for her many times, and my spell will not wear off easily. When I am gone, she will be bereft for years. She will waste away, waiting for me to return. Nothing—not even sleeping with her now—will ever be enough. Even if I were to stay, to live with her as her mate, it would not matter. The lust has taken on a life of its own. Tara will never truly recover from it. My mission has been too successful.

And is any of that wrong? Surely my guilt now is misplaced. Tara deserved this. Lord Indra demanded this. I am his agent, and my missions are a sign of my devotion to him. If I did not do this, what would happen then? Before my arrival, Tara already abolished the public worship of Indra—an act of challenge to heaven itself. Eventually, she would prohibit private prayers too. Once, her dynasty was defined by its devotion to Indra, but Tara and her ministers began traveling a path that would eventually lead to the burning of the lord’s temples, the desecration of his rituals, the slaughtering of his devotees. Everything I did was to prevent that terrible future.

I know all of this, yet I wish I could explain that I never meant to hurt her. Never meant to destroy her so completely. The yearning to absolve myself is so acute, spilling nearly out of my lips, that I realize I have lingered in her court too long. What does it make me that I am sympathizing with someone as undevout as Tara?

My eyes slide away from her face. I turn to leave the bedchamber. Though I hear a quiet cry of despair from her, I don’t look back.

This is my job. My destiny.

My name is Meneka.

And I am an apsara of Indra’s heaven.

THE DOORS TO THE BEDCHAMBER SHUT BEHIND ME, SILENCING the music. I can no longer hear Tara, but I move faster as though to distance myself from the anguish of my own heart.

Apsaras have a reputation. Mortal poets whisper we are mistresses of illusion and ultimate control. Lord Indra calls us his snakeskins, ready to shed and birth anew. I think we are cobra venom. Our magical dance is lethal. It has felled kingdoms and tempted saints. It has changed the course of history and taken loved ones away.

Yet when I perform, the world makes sense. I am coated in utter heavenly bliss, my very dance a devotion to Indra and a blessing from him. In some ways, my dance is even more than what Indra allows it to be. It is a secret joy of my own, unspooling the very essence of me. The way my performance is used, however …

I am only twenty-three, my time at this early age still measured in mortal years, but I feel older. I have lost count of the number of missions I have gone on, the ways in which I have proved my devotion to my lord. Tara was one of my most sacrilegious marks. One of the hardest. I’m going to make sure she is my last.

I hurry down the palace corridors, turning corners and entering passageways blindly. When I can no longer see any palace guards, I pause. Closing my eyes again, I touch my enchanted necklaces. I invoke Indra’s name and request my return to swarga, the lord’s heaven.

Permission is granted as a prize for my devotion. The tug behind my navel tightens as Amaravati responds to my call. A gust of wind whistles through the corridors of the palace, bringing with it scents of cinnamon and ghee. My form becomes airy, light and gossamer weaves tingling on my skin. The wind of the celestial city carries me away from the mortal realm.

When I open my eyes next, I am at the gates of the City of Immortals, back home in the heavenly realm. Stars twinkle overhead and under me. Even though it is nighttime, my city is bright and alive, its magical golden dust sparkling on the giant marble gates that form the city’s entrance. Darkness itself shimmers with an undertone of luminosity.

No guards prowl here. It is peacetime, and the magic of Amaravati acts as a shield. The gates open on their own, and the underlying rhythms and music of Amaravati greet me as I walk in.

My body immediately relaxes, and a sigh escapes me. The worries of the mortal world shed themselves from my shoulders as the city welcomes me. The magical tether that connects me to Amaravati blooms like a chord struck. In the mortal realm, it was a fragile thing, flat and limp, a faded painting. Here it is a flower, alive, beautiful, golden. I breathe in, and Amaravati’s loveliness strikes me like I’m seeing it for the first time. It has been so long since I’ve been here.

The city hums under my feet as I walk. Every manse I glimpse is more beautiful than all of Queen Tara’s palace. The rock-paved pathways glisten under the golden light. Somewhere a bird sings sweetly, holding a single warbling note that strums through my heart. Laughter echoes here and there, though I see no one. The citizens are hidden within glorious buildings, ensconced in fragrant night gardens. The same gentle breeze that brought me back home rustles through the city, this time with scents of lightning and storm, scents that belong to Lord Indra. His magic spirals lazily through the city, tiny sparks that flicker and flash.

I transform as I breathe in the quiet streets. In the mortal realm, I began to question my devotion to Lord Indra. Tara’s seduction should have given me joy, each evolution of her lust a testament to my faith, but the mission only pierced my own belief in myself. My very despair was treasonous, and through all the days of my mission, I clutched my reverence for Indra like a beggar clutches alms. Now, with my return to Amaravati, those doubts about my own dedication evaporate like chimerical dreams on wakefulness. I am reminded once again that I am an apsara, a creature of the lord’s city—yet this time the acknowledgment straightens my spine. My devotion is untainted by turmoil; it is scented with confidence. I am returned to a reality that has burned through a feverish glamour.

The change in me is so sudden, so familiar, that I am shocked. Images burst in my head of Indra studying me when I first began my training as an apsara at seven. Of when I knelt at his feet at fifteen before I embarked on my first mission. Of his kindness and pride as he blessed me before I left the city. His magnanimity, his love, his heroism, all gleam through Amaravati, as though the city itself is singing his praise. Indra is the father of heaven, and though he is no true relation of mine, the same golden blood of swarga runs through our veins. Immortal and celestial, we are one family, all of us beholden to him to succor us.

Slowly, I make my way toward his palace to report on my latest conquest. Rambha waits for me there; I sent a message to her a few hours ago when I knew I had succeeded with Tara, and I can sense her calling to me, her face blossoming behind my eyes. She was the one thing I held on to during my mission, and I ache to see her. Still, my steps grow slower as I contemplate what I am about to do.

Every apsara at the end of a successful mission is granted a boon, whatever her heart desires. All apsaras ask for a chance to continue to serve the lord more faithfully—a blessing that is granted through magical jewelry from his own collection. To wear an ornament that belongs to Indra is akin to carrying a piece of the lord with us. His presence allows us to pull more of Amaravati’s magic than we otherwise can, essential to creating the most unwavering illusions, critical to our success in future missions.

Yet my sari belt constricts around my waist. The necklaces tighten, and my hand rises to skim against my collarbone, trying to loosen their leash. What will Rambha say if I tell her this is how the jewels have felt for so long? That wearing them has been no blessing but a prison sentence? The boon I intend to ask of the lord today will surely catch her unaware—but the lord himself will see that it comes from a desire to be more pious. The jewels are wondrous, but they take me away from him each time I leave Amaravati. All I want is to be untainted in my devotion, close to him, worshiping him. Surely he will agree?

He will rage, my mind whispers. You are not asking to be devoted. You are asking for freedom.

I surge away from the thought. “No,” I say aloud, forcefully. “No, I only want to be unsullied. Indra will listen. He is generous and life-giving. He understands true devotion.”

There is no reply from my conscience, merely a quiet worry that worms its way into my heart. Only Rambha has dared ask for freedom from future missions, and though Indra granted it to her, her request still shook the kingdom. Time and again, I have thought to ask her why he made such an exception, but it would be a foolish question. Rambha’s love for the lord is well known. Heaven’s immortal musicians, the gandharvas, sing of her piety at every festival, reminding us of her purity, her virtue, her total dedication.

Will she be shocked that I dare to follow in her footsteps so brazenly? All my life I have wanted to be like her, as unblemished as her, as free. I have performed every mission without complaint. I took no joy in them, but I did them regardless—and isn’t that the greatest devotion, to be selfless, believing, compliant? I walked away from Queen Tara without a word of regret. I am Indra’s soldier, and—despite the misgivings infesting my mind in the mortal realm—humbled to be one. If I only show this to him, he will relent. Amaravati is sustained through service and prayers to Indra, and Indra will agree that my performance within the city will serve him better than my missions in the mortal realm. And though Rambha might be shocked, she will be delighted. She will see that I do this for her as much as I do this for myself. They will both be proud. They have to be.

I repeat this litany to myself the entire way to the palace, corralling my courage. Before I know it, I am at the crescent-shaped gates.

The guards let me enter unchallenged. Everyone in Amaravati knows what an apsara looks like. We are some of the most beautiful creatures in paradise—we have to be. The guards simply nod at me, usher me into the alcove just off Indra’s main throne room, where I see Rambha pacing impatiently.

She is stunning. Her long, luscious hair is tied in an intricate braid in the manner of the most elite apsaras. Her skin is a richer brown than mine, nearly onyx in the dim light. Thick, shapely brows arch over large doelike eyes, and her ears resemble delicate shells. Over her gold-threaded green sari, she wears nearly a hundred necklaces studded with emeralds and diamonds. A tiny pin glints on her nose, and even her bindi glows with power. All of these jewels are from the lord’s own collection, a sign of her devotion and his favor, and my breath hitches as her power descends over me. Her aura is a luminous gold rising behind her head, so potent I can taste its texture, delicate dewdrops after a sizzling storm. I wet my lips to trap the sensation on my tongue.

A smile breaks across Rambha’s worried face as she sees me. She hurries forward to envelop me in her arms.

“Praise Indra,” she says, pulling back so her eyes can search mine. “You’re here.”

My chest rises in a deep breath, and the scent of her sweet star-anise flows into me, hot and seductive. I smile back despite my nervousness.

She is much older than me, but even I don’t know by how many years. Like any other immortal, time will never show on her features. Besides, neither of us is a child anymore. What does it matter how old we are? Even as I hug her, I can’t help but lightly twist the end of her braid around my fingers. Rambha is my home. Her wisdom is my security. Once she was my mentor, but now she is my handler, one of the best apsaras I know, my closest friend.

In the depths of my foolish heart, I have always wished for more.

The longing must surely show on my features, for she pulls back and brushes her cool hands over my face to examine me in concern. Her fingers hum like butterfly wings, and I can’t help but imagine her touch in other places. My cheeks warm. I swallow, trying to ignore the heat pooling in me. But her caress, this intimacy—it is simply another strand of evidence that what I intend to do is right.

I catch her fluttering, featherlight fingers in my own and take a deep breath. “Another successful mission, Rambha. Queen Tara is deterred from her path of impiety. She won’t be a threat to Indra anymore.”

“Good, that’s good,” Rambha replies. “The lord is sorely in need of some happy news. Do you know what jewel you will ask of him?” Her smile grows curious, and she touches the crown of my head. A skittering sensation floods through me and I shiver. “I have always loved ornaments in your hair. Perhaps the lord’s golden diadem? It changes shape based on the wearer. I would like to see what shape it takes for you.”

Her fingers move down the length of my hair to my shoulders. They flicker over my chest, brushing strands off as though to examine my necklaces, but the motion is too slow, too deliberate. I am not imagining it. It is desire. Desire for me. Her thumbs skate lightly over the points of my nipples before skimming away.

“I have something else in mind,” I say quietly. “Something that will allow me to be closer to you. So we can … So you and I can finally …”

I stutter to a stop. Her hands still and she tilts her head. Rambha holds my gaze between gold-dusted lashes. Her lips part, perhaps to ask what I mean—and I want to lean in, how badly I want to speak the sweet words that would bring us closer. They burn in me, but my nervousness at Indra’s refusal of my boon holds me back. Rambha and I have orbited each other for years now, our touches suggestive, our glances flirtatious, but I have never dared to say anything, not when I feel so unworthy. How could I come to her—this beauty who is famed for her complete devotion to Indra—when every one of my own missions has drowned me in doubts? The boon I will ask of the lord is my only way out, both to wrench out any seeds of impiety I may have collected, and to be with her forevermore.

Rambha tips my chin with a hand. “You look so serious. What are you thinking?”

Now would be the time to speak, to tell her about the boon I want, but explanations form and die in my throat. What if she tells me I am mistaken in my path? It would not merely be a rejection of my dream. It would be a rejection of any future for us. I cannot risk it, not when I am so close. I shake my head wordlessly.

A frown mars her lovely face. “You won’t ask him for anything indelicate, will you?” She waits for me to answer, but when I still say nothing, she sighs. “It is your blessing to ask, whatever it is, but do not ask him to part with his favorite jewels. Indra is moody and restless these days. He is in conference, even now.”

My brows rise at this, curiosity replacing my worry. The lord of the devas is not known to take midnight meetings. If anything, Indra famously spends his nights with his most sensual concubines, engaging in licentious behavior that warms even my apsara ears to think about.

“What has happened?” I say. “What is worrying the lord?”

“A mortal. A man called Kaushika.”

The name is familiar. In Queen Tara’s court, whispers came of a prince who deserted his kingdom to practice magic. Rumors said the prince became so powerful that kings and queens began paying homage to him, to ask him to train their scions. I did not pay attention then, but my interest piques now.

“Another mortal too big for himself?” I ask dryly. “That isn’t new.”

Rambha’s aura darkens, her star-anise scent growing saccharine. “He’s not just any mortal. He calls himself a sage. Already his influence against Indra has caused royals and nobles to forget the lord in their rituals. Amaravati is not the same as it used to be. Didn’t you notice? The buildings have lost much of their sheen. Our magic is depleting without enough prayers from the mortals to replenish it. It’s harder to grasp Amaravati’s magic even when I dance with all my jewelry. My own tether lies limp within me when I compare it to the years past.”

I nod slowly. My dance took more effort than usual to create illusions when I was with Queen Tara, but I assumed it was because my heart wasn’t in the mission. Perhaps it was because the city was in danger. If all this is true, then wouldn’t the lord want me here, to sustain Amaravati through my dance from within his court? I could not be better positioned to ask for my boon.

“The lord has sent one apsara after another to seduce this sage,” Rambha continues. “Nanda first, and then Sundari and Magadhi. But …” Her voice breaks slightly, the names opening an unhealed wound.

These three apsaras are so famed for their prowess that even devas, the deities of heaven, are hypnotized by their dance. Only Indra is immune to them. “What happened to them?” I ask, frowning.

“They haven’t returned. I fear Kaushika has killed them.”

My curiosity turns to horror. Killing an apsara is nearly impossible. We are immortals. Only desperate hate and powerful magic can annihilate us. How has Kaushika done this? Why?

Rambha hugs me again. “I am glad to see you safe.”

This time I notice how her body shakes. Sundari and Magadhi were Rambha’s friends, part of her own cohort. Nanda used to train me, her laughter often raucous when I created a particularly titillating illusion. Rambha must have been their handler, too, on those fateful missions; she often dealt with such elite apsaras. What must it have been like for her to wait and wait for a message, and then finally report to Indra she lost his most prized weapons? No wonder my delay has disconcerted her. A sharp guilt pangs through me. Her worry radiates toward me like a flame’s heat.

I straighten and squeeze her hand.

I will make the delay worth it. For her, and for Amaravati.

“Take me to the lord, Rambha. Perhaps news of my success will cheer him up.” My voice is more confident than I am, but I do not back down. “It is time for my boon.”
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CHAPTER 2

Indra’s throne room puts Queen Tara’s to shame. It is the heart of his palace, a pulsing that mimics his own rhythm, making me sweat at its alien intimacy. As soon as we enter, the room’s aura assaults me. The scents of ghee, jaggery, and camphor ooze through the air, silent reminders of prayer and opulence, power and abundance. Hundreds of glorious artifacts hang on the walls, both from the mortal and immortal realms. Paintings of the lord being worshiped. Murals with dancers in sensuous, alluring poses. Tapestries in fine filigree that change pictures as one moves past them. Intoxication pounds my veins to behold them, like I have drunk too much soma.

Magic here is thick and dense. Shafts of golden dust crisscross like light pouring from the ceiling. The ceiling itself imitates a night sky. Stars shimmer like a million fat gems, yet creeping at the edges are storm clouds, roiling and dark.

A slight coldness permeates the air, making me want to rub away the gooseflesh erupting on my arms. It would be an uncultured move, more suited to a wide-eyed mortal visiting swarga than one of Indra’s immortal apsaras. Yet even Rambha, who must surely come to the throne room more often than any other dancer, takes a deep breath. She grits her teeth tight, then relaxes slowly. My contrived confidence from a few minutes ago seems childish. If Rambha herself is so anxious to see Indra, how will I ever make my request to him?

I try to mirror her, but the closer we move toward the throne, the more I become aware of myself in an awkward, clumsy way. Rambha’s tactics will not work for me. It is not simply a breath that relaxes her; it is her devotion to Indra. The lord seizes all the grace in this chamber. There is none left for any of us, not unless we reflect to him a piece of his own majesty. Rambha exists in his radiance, separate and secure in her love. I try to hold on to myself, reminding myself that I am just as devoted to Indra in my own way, that his granting of my boon tonight will only cement it for everyone, but I cannot help my nervousness. My eyes dart everywhere. The floor that seems to be moving. The shifting statues. The gleaming pillars. The darkening sky.

Finally, they land on the deva king.

Lord Indra does not lean back in his usual indolent way. Instead, his feet tap the floor, and a scowl mars his handsome, chiseled face. Jewels glitter on him from head to toe, garnets deeper than blood around his neck, sapphires bluer than the ocean clasped on his wrists, moonstone pearls that wreathe his fingers. His dhoti is azure, the delicate weaving on the embroidery resembling violent clouds veering into sudden calm, before glossing back into darkness—a reflection of his tempestuous mood. His ornate gold crown gleams in a splinter of dawn.

All immortals have a recognizable aura, shining like a halo. Indra’s aura is so radiant that the auras of the devas surrounding him look dark by comparison. It covers him from head to toe, its incandescent light reaching far beyond his person. Golden dust swirls sensuously around his fingertips like an affectionate pet.

He is so beautiful that I can barely stand to look at him. I glimpse him only in instances, my eyes scurrying to the other devas, benevolent Surya of the sun, burly Vayu of the wind, sharp Agni of the fire.

In one hand, Indra toys with his vajra, the lightning bolt that is his greatest weapon, which crackles with electricity and anger, its glittering edges sharp enough to only be a blur of light. In his other hand, a crystal cup magically refills with ruby-red wine even as he drains it. I can tell at a glance the lord is drunk again. Another pang of anxiety makes my heart jump.

Rambha stiffens and stops in her tracks. Her beautiful eyes go wide, and she whispers, alarmed, “Shachi.”

I don’t understand immediately; I am too taken with beholding the lord himself. Then my eyes follow Rambha’s, and I notice standing among the devas is another figure. Goddess Shachi. Indra’s wife and consort, the queen of the devis.

I stumble to a stop. Now that I study her, I cannot imagine how I overlooked her. I have not seen her in years, but she has never looked as resplendent—or as angry.

Her entire being is electrified. Her skin is a golden brown, so shiny that she mirrors the light of her own aura, a seemingly endless spiral of golden glow. Her eyes glint with calculation and intelligence, and she tilts her pointed chin up, staring at Indra down her small, narrow nose. The fiery red sari she wears curls around her luscious curves, sparking with what looks like Agni’s fire, except cooler, contained. Like Indra’s clothes, Shachi’s sari shifts in color, one moment a volcanic orange, then a rosy pink, then the first blush of dawn, until it is a fiery red again. Beside her full bloom, Rambha is merely a budding flower. Compared to her, I am just a seed.

Shachi draws herself up to full height. Her aura sharpens, just for an instant obscuring all the other deities.

“You may be the king of devas,” she says tightly to her husband, “but do not forget, lord, that I command the devis. The apsaras are my charge.”

Indra scowls. “I cannot give up my greatest weapons, not even for you, Queen. You may care for them, but swarga is my heaven. Not yours. As long as I sit on this throne, the dancers are mine.”

The goddess’s eyes flash. “You invite your own doom,” she proclaims. A flash of light—I hear my own shallow gasp—

She is gone.

Lord Indra blinks and sits up. His fingers tighten around his wine cup as silence echoes in the wake of her departure. “It is all because of this damned boy,” he says to no one in particular. “The missing apsaras have created this rebellion from the queen.”

The devas who are Indra’s counselors murmur soothing words, too soft for me to catch, but the lord slams his wine cup on his throne and it shatters.

“We don’t know anything about him,” he snarls. “None of my spies have brought back anything of use. Amaravati is in danger. I am in danger. The Vajrayudh is approaching. Don’t tell me I have nothing to worry about!”

The devas exchange looks. Agni’s fingertips spark with fire. Surya’s golden eyes gleam brighter in irritation. Vayu, who loves chaos, allows a brisk smile to flutter across his lips. Yet none of them say anything.

Indra leans back sullenly. He snaps his fingers. The shattered chunks of crystal disappear from around his clothes, and another wine cup appears in its place, filled to the brim. He takes a moody sip from it.

My nervousness pitches higher. Devas get angry. It is their due. They are creatures of the elements, responsible for the fates of the three realms. Indra himself is the lord of sky and storm, volatile in nature, true to his essence. I know this and love this about him. Yet I have never seen the lord and his queen fight in such a public manner.

Is this because of the Vajrayudh? The celestial event occurs once every thousand years, and it is a stark reminder of Indra’s limitations. King of heaven he might be, but even he cannot control all the powers of the universe. During the Vajrayudh, all celestials grow weaker. Amaravati shuts her gates, and no souls are allowed in or out. The devas rest, and Indra himself retires to his palace in the comfort of gandharvas and apsaras to lose himself in song and dance until the event has passed. It is essential that the devas and devis are in harmony, and Amaravati peaceful, during the Vajrayudh. Without that, heaven itself can implode, eaten up by rising magical chaos.

Next to me, Rambha seems frozen, staring at Indra. I clutch her hand with my sweaty one and pull her away to the shadow of a pillar, grateful we have not yet been seen in the hubbub.

“Rambha,” I whisper urgently. “What is going on?”

“It’s Kaushika,” she whispers back, tearing her gaze away from the lord. She looks stricken but shakes her head to clear herself of the emotion. “The prince is becoming stronger each day. When first he declared himself a sage, other sages came to pay him their respects. Indra too sent gandharvas to treat with him as per tradition. But Kaushika only laughed at the singers and dismissed them. The lord is reasonable—he has bent to sages before—but this unprovoked insult? Indra could not abide it. He sent his followers to challenge Kaushika in combat, but Kaushika is of warrior stock, and he defeated the kshatriya devotees with ease, humiliating Indra again. It was then that the lord sent apsaras to Kaushika—yet those apsaras haven’t returned. Shachi is furious they are missing.”

Rambha quietens and memories of Shachi flood me. Running in her garden, chased by her laughing handmaidens. The first jewel I was given, a thin gold chain the queen removed from her own neck. Sweetmeats and ambrosia she brought to the apsara girls while we crowded around her, pawing at her sari. Apsaras are Shachi’s daughters, in a way. The oldest of us were born of the Churning of the Oceans, from which Shachi herself came—but the younger ones like me were born from the union of other celestial beings. I have never known my parents, but I have not needed to. An apsara’s birth is a blessing for all of Amaravati. I grew up with other girls in Shachi’s grove, was sent to train for Indra’s army on my maturation. The day I left the grove, the queen’s eyes followed me with sadness. I thought she was melancholy because I had outgrown the innocence of my childhood. Yet perhaps she did not like turning me over to Indra? Did she fear our missions? Does she fear Kaushika too?

“Can Indra not simply smite this sage with the vajra?” I ask. Not even immortals can survive a strike of celestial lightning from Indra’s bolt, after all.

But Rambha shakes her head, anxiety pooling in her eyes. “Indra cannot directly harm Kaushika, not unless the sage performs an unquestioned act of war against heaven first. If we had any evidence of Kaushika killing our sisters, that would be enough for the lord, but the mortal covers his tracks well. He is devoted to Shiva, the Destroyer, and Indra dare not make a careless move. Yet if this sage continues to spread irreverence for the lord …”

“All of our magic could vanish,” I finish grimly. “Our dance. Our illusions.”

The thought turns my stomach, filling my mouth with sourness. I have struggled with how my dance is used, but who will I be without it? Despite my uncertainties, I have always been devoted to the lord—it is why I dare to come here with an agenda of my own. Yet mortals are so shortsighted and fickle. Indra is the lord of rain and water, of storm and sky. Without him, the mortal realm would suffer, crops die, lands grow arid. Shouldn’t a sage know this? How can one be a sage yet be so misguided? This ridiculous man is threatening everything I love. The ceiling darkens, the lord’s anger pressing beneath my veins, soaking my own resentment.

I am about to speak, to ask my questions, when thunder rolls overhead. “Rambha,” Indra’s deep voice calls out, and my knees shake without my volition. “Why are you here?”

Rambha falters in front of me, the tiniest of pauses, before she steadies herself. Straightening, she continues toward the throne, and I follow, the lord watching the both of us approach. Nervousness crawls over me in a beelike hum, and I try to repeat my justifications for what I am about to do, but the closer we come, the more my mind scatters. It is all I can do to put one foot in front of the other.

Lord Indra raises his brows, irritated at our intrusion, but sighs when Rambha bows deeply to him. Rambha’s hands move in subtle dance mudras. Her necklaces and rings shine brighter. She is using magic, creating a delicate illusion for Indra himself, perhaps to calm him, and Indra must surely understand this. Yet far from being annoyed that she is attempting to manipulate his mood, he looks amused. Distractedly, I wonder what she is showing him. I wonder at their relationship, and the way his divinity coats her.

“Well, Rambha?” he asks.

“Meneka has returned, my lord,” she answers quietly. “From another successful mission in the mortal realm. Your devotees are still protected.”

Indra’s eyes travel to me, noticing me fully for the first time. I am absorbed by his intense scrutiny.

“One of the ones you sent to Kaushika?” he demands. “What did you find, girl?”

“No, my lord,” Rambha interjects hurriedly. “A different mission. One to Queen Tara of the nation of Pallava. She who terrorized many, including your devotees. Who was on a crusade to gain power beyond her reach. This has been a difficult journey for Meneka, my lord, but she has done as you commanded. As per tradition, she is here for her boon.”

Indra leans back, his expression already bored now that he realizes I’m an ordinary apsara. “You’re blessed, daughter. Go take the rest that is your due before you have to prove your devotion to me again.”

He plucks a few rings from his own fingers and tosses them toward me. I catch them, feeling their weight. I can tell how powerful the rings are, how much of Amaravati’s magic they hold. This is a treasure beyond expectation for any apsara, one the lord has stripped from his own body in front of his devas. I know I should take the gems and leave. That my chance is already lost. But desperation floods me, spilling into panic. How long will it take, how many more missions, until the time is right? I nursed the possibility of my boon through my time with Queen Tara like it were a beloved child. I endured the trials of my wretchedness because of this one faint hope. I cannot take another hollow mission, another disappointment.

I know it is a mistake. I know I am being foolish. Yet I step forward, the careful words I prepared, the strategy I planned, flying from my mind like startled birds.

“Please, my lord,” I blurt out, and my voice is a croak. “I don’t want these amulets. I would beg you allow me to remain in Amaravati instead. I would ask you allow me relief from any future missions.”

Indra is half-turned back toward his devas. One of them has already begun speaking. Echoing in my ears, my words sound so coarse that I can scarcely believe I have uttered them. I think the lord has not heard me. I hope he hasn’t heard me.

Then Rambha’s jaw drops.

Lord Indra turns back to me, his face incredulous.

“What did you say?” he hisses.

So strong is his magic that the very air congeals with his anger, ramming me down to my knees. I thump inelegantly, my breath slammed out of me. Above, the ceiling crackles and the stars disappear. Storm clouds take over fully. The coolness of the chamber is replaced with a horrible, suffocating heat.

All my thoughts twist inside me. The tether connecting me to Amaravati blooms, radiant despite Indra’s anger, or perhaps because of it. I want to be diplomatic, but in reaction to his power, truths tumble out of me without my permission.

“All apsaras are granted a boon of their choice, my lord,” I whisper. “I only want what is mine.”

Indra’s disbelieving gaze moves from me to Rambha, but my friend’s eyes are wide. It is clear she had not expected this. Guilt pierces my cloud of haze. Maybe I should have told her what I intended, but Rambha would have tried to stop me. Besides, if Indra is going to be angry, at least she won’t be punished. It is better this way. She will not be harmed, she will walk away from it, my foolishness will not have endangered her—

Indra stands up.

Lightning crackles around him, fingertips to crown. His entire being shines with outrage. His clothes, his very skin, become so glorious that my eyes blink shut. I can hear thunder start to build beyond the palace walls, all through the city of Amaravati. My heart rattles in my chest in quickening terror as I feel him approaching me. Heat scorches me, seeking to burn the flesh from my bones. I am still on my knees, and suddenly grateful for it. My body would not support my weight right now.

Indra looms over me. His voice is dangerously soft. “Is this treason pouring from your mouth? You wish freedom from your service, daughter?”

I swallow again, and panic makes me incoherent. “N-No, my lord. It is because I wish to serve! P-Please. You allowed this of Rambha. I wish—simply consider it for me too. In the mortal realm, my devotion to you suffers, but here, living in Amaravati—the city needs this, with the magic depleting. I can—if you will allow me—”

Lightning crashes above, silencing me. “How dare you speak to me of devotion as you try to shirk your duty?” he whispers, his quiet voice deadly. “Apsaras are my weapons. My army. It is an honor to go on these missions. You will never be free from them.”

Indra’s power is too strong. My eyes water from the pressure his presence is exerting. I smell the cinnamon wine on his breath, and the fumes choke me.

Still, through the viselike grip of his magic, one thought stands clear in my head. If I accept his answer, if I’m made to go on another mission to seduce a mortal, I will forever be lost. Queen Tara’s yearning face and the faces of the other mortals I have seduced flash before me, cutting through my panic. I look toward Rambha, though I don’t dare meet her eyes.

A terrified whisper escapes me, foolishness unable to be stopped. “Please. P-Please, there must be something I can do. Something …”

“For such a treasonous demand, for such a special gift?” Indra sneers. “Perhaps if you thwarted a problem like Kaushika, I might consider it. Yet nothing less than that would be a sign of your true devotion. Now, leave my sight, daughter, before I truly get angry.”

Rambha’s hand closes on my wrist tightly in a warning not to say any more. She yanks me to my feet and gestures curtly with her head for me to follow her. Lord Indra is already turning away, disgusted.

Yet all I can think of is that such a chance will never reappear. If I don’t get my boon now, if I don’t lock Indra into a promise, I will never be able to escape my destiny, doomed into this cycle for the rest of my immortal life.

Desperation claws at me. The words hurl out of me without any further thought.

“I’ll do it,” I cry, shaking Rambha off. I am already reaching forward, my hands seeking his grace beseechingly. “Lord Indra, my lord, please, please. I’ll do it.”

He turns to me again, his face filled with surprise.

I force myself to meet his gaze, even as my entire body trembles. My own voice comes to me as though from a distance. “If you promise I never need to leave Amaravati after this deed is complete, I will seduce Kaushika. I will neutralize him so he is never a threat to you again.”

OF COURSE, IT ISN’T AS EASY.

Even though my heart pounds loud enough to be heard in all of Amaravati, Indra merely raises his eyebrows and returns to his throne to drink again. He waves his hand carelessly, and suddenly I cannot hear any more of the discussions between him and his devas.

From Rambha’s expression, she is under Indra’s enchantment too. She fumbles for me and crushes my hand in hers. Her breath comes out in shaky whispers. She doesn’t look in my direction, but her skin is too cold, her aura conversely smelling burned. A thousand doubts and questions must surely circle her mind, though she says nothing, perhaps fearing the lord’s wrath. Instead, we both stand silently next to each other, trying not to shiver. I attempt to draw comfort from her touch while my heart races with adrenaline.

I cannot believe what I’ve done. What was I thinking? I’ve never seduced a sage.

Mortal magic comes in many forms, but the strict meditation of a sage kindles its own rival power to the devas—one that can overthrow Indra, cast the lord into the mortal realm, even render his magic useless within Amaravati. Sages use prana, the untainted energy of the universe, to bend the forces of reality. Only apsaras like Rambha are ever sent to seduce them, and even she was terrified when talking of Kaushika.

The sheer scope of this man dazzles me. This is swarga, the heavenly realm of the devas, and it is already suffering because of Kaushika. Very few things can destroy a celestial, but Rambha thinks that the prince-sage has killed some of the most powerful apsaras already. His irreverence for Indra is reducing Amaravati’s magic. What chance do I have?

Suddenly, I feel small. Defeated. I think back to how hard my mission with Tara was. How every seduction for her sloughed pieces of my own self away, leaving me naked and wretched. My dance is a drug I do not want to escape, but the agony and ecstasy of performing in a mission, the self-loathing and the doubt I lived in within the mortal realm—these warped my love for my art in irredeemable ways. If the experience with a mortal queen exacerbated the ever-present turmoil within me, what would the seduction of Sage Kaushika do? I want to take my reckless request back, but it is already too late. Indra’s charm lifts and all his devas watch me, inscrutable.

The lord leans forward. The anger has completely left his face. Now he looks wary, watchful. “Come forward, the both of you,” he commands.

Stumbling, we move. I am aware of Rambha only in pieces. Indra’s entire attention is on me. His overwhelming radiance drenches me from head to toe as he examines my beauty.

“How good is she?” he asks, the question directed at Rambha.

I hear a choking sound catch in her throat. “She is not the one I would pick, my lord,” Rambha whispers. “She does not even know the most useful mudras yet. She spoke out of turn. She has never challenged any sage, let alone someone as dangerous as Kaushika. For the love you bear me, lord. Please don’t let her do this.”

Indra studies her for a moment, almost coldly, before turning back to me. “Is she capable?”

It is the second time he has asked. I know Rambha does not dare refuse him a clear answer. Thoughtless though I have been, even I understand the look on his face. His eyes narrow slightly in barely veiled irritation that she should think to challenge him in front of his devas, after I myself did with my boon. The corners of his mouth twist in warning; now is not the time to test his patience. It is all a subtle reminder. He is a king. Rambha, though favored, is but a courtesan.

And I, I think despairingly, I am nobody at all.

Rambha’s voice trembles, but her answer this time is unambiguous. “She is unique. She prides herself on never becoming involved with a mark, a failing I have tried to stamp out, yet it has only made her more creative with her missions. Her wits and resourcefulness cannot be denied, and it is because of those that she accomplishes her missions so successfully. While her illusions are rawer than other apsaras, she has been successful so far because she has learnt not to rely only on her magic and beauty. Instead, she studies her enemy deeply, carving her illusions based on who they are and what they fear. In a few years I would have her seduce more challenging marks, and with more training, she could one day become heaven’s greatest weapon. But please listen to me, my lord. She is not yet ready. You would be sacrificing a valuable asset—”

“And you, Meneka,” Indra interrupts. “You volunteer for this mission?”

My mind is still whirling from Rambha’s words about me. That she should think so highly of me, that she should think so little of me … Is she right? Do I have it in me to become swarga’s greatest weapon?

“Yes,” I whisper, raising my eyes to the lord.

“Then I agree,” the lord says simply. A smile alights on his lips. It transforms him and the throne room. The storm clouds clear. Stars rush in with a sublime shimmer. Agni, Surya, Vayu, and all the other lords exchange glances, their own auras becoming resplendent now that Indra’s fury no longer overwhelms them.

Indra moves forward in a blur, and then his hands are on my shoulders, straightening my posture, giving me strength. I am dazzled by being touched by him. Colors, sunshine, laughter—all of these spin in me, my own soul reacting to his divinity now that he looks upon me with such favor. I feel intoxicated, invincible. Magics I never knew I was capable of seem within arm’s reach. The illusions I can ordinarily do as an apsara are laughable; there is so much more grace I am suddenly gifted. Is this how Rambha feels all the time? An absurd laugh escapes me, and I smile at her with pride and kinship, yet she utters a gasp.

“My lord,” she says before I can speak. “I must protest. Meneka spoke in error—let me handle her. Let me take this mission. I beg you.”

“I cannot spare you,” Indra says shortly. His eyes glint with the reflection of his hundred jewels as he considers me. “The mission is yours, daughter. Seduce Kaushika in the mortal realm. Find out his true agenda for heaven. Learn his lusts and secrets, and thwart him from his power-seeking ways. You shall get your heart’s desire—your freedom from any future missions. You shall be a goddess, a devi, in Amaravati. No one shall question your devotion to me or to swarga.”

Say no, Rambha’s look urges me. Ask for forgiveness. Please, Meneka. Please.

I am doing this for us, I try to tell her without speaking.

She blinks as though she has heard me, and I glance back at the lord. “I accept,” I breathe.

“Then go,” Indra says, waving a bejeweled hand. “Do not tarry a minute longer. The Vajrayudh approaches in six turns of the moon lord. You must stop Kaushika well before then.”

He turns his back on us to return to his throne. We are already forgotten.

Rambha’s body trembles with rage and fear. Her lips part, as though to implore the lord again, but then her hand grips me once more, this time painfully. We bow silently, and she wrenches me out of the chamber.
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CHAPTER 3

I grow lightheaded as we leave the lord. His power retracts from me, and I am suddenly alone with myself, reminded of who I am—a mere apsara, unsure of her place. The familiarity of Amaravati mocks me, whispers and taunts in every turn of the breeze. The golden, shimmering light is abruptly too bright, blinding me. I notice irrelevant details—the curve of a pillar, the etching on a wall, Rambha’s lustrous braid. My skin grows hot, then cool by turns, like I am about to take sick. My mind is blurred from the throne room, skipping from my desperation, to Indra’s enchantment, to the hot temptation of freedom. I oscillate between feeling powerful and poor, wanting to stand tall then slump in exhaustion. By the time Rambha and I return to the adjoining alcove, I am so lost in myself that my head is hurting and my throat is choked.

Rambha spins on me the moment we enter. She grabs my shoulders and shakes me hard. “How could you do this? That senseless boon to ask, and then to volunteer for this mission. What were you thinking?”

“I—I was thinking of you. T-To be like you. I meant to surprise you.”

“Instead, you blindsided me. Did you really think Indra was going to grant you freedom? He did not even know your name until tonight. You have no idea the things I did to prove my devotion to him. You have no idea what he and I share, what we’ve been through.”

I recoil from her sharp words. I have never seen her so upset.

Her cheeks are flushed with anger, and her aura glints crimson, its power lashing at me like a whip. Her scent grows sharp, spicy. I step back from her, alarm clearing my head of its despair, but when she sees the expression on my face, the anger seeps out of her own. Slowly, her aura calms down, back into its usual peaceful state.

“Meneka,” she says softly, “what have you done, my love?”

She tugs me down to sit next to her, and I lay my head on her shoulder.

For a while, we remain still. Rambha strokes my hair over and over again. I try to contain my turmoil, but the moments in Indra’s throne room play in my mind repeatedly. I think of any other way the situation could have gone. How else I should have reacted to get what I want, and whether my desire for freedom had always been unattainable. I wonder if I could simply beg for forgiveness now, or if Indra would listen if I attempted to seduce Kaushika but said it was too hard.

Such a way of thinking is futile. Apsaras cannot fail missions. Once an apsara goes on a mission, she can only return if she is successful. If she is not, she is left in the mortal realm, exiled until she can prove her devotion to the lord in some other manner.

I shudder against Rambha. A shaky breath falls from my lips. I cannot believe this is how it will end. We were both here in this very alcove minutes ago. I had been contemplating telling her then of my plan, of my feelings, but if her words to me since are any indication, she would have simply rejected me, if only to save me. A detached horror grows inside me as I accept the inevitability of my circumstances. This is the only way this could have gone. I try to breathe her in, screwing my eyes shut, attempting to forget what happened and delay the moment when I will be lost to the mortal realm. If she is truly my home, then this is all I have. I attempt to still my trembling shoulders, but wetness trickles into my hair, and my eyes fly open. Rambha is crying.

I immediately straighten, my own self-pity disappearing in the face of her sorrow. “I will be all right,” I say.

“You will,” she agrees vehemently, wiping her tears. “I am sending you with jewelry that channels more magic than you have ever used before. You will find this mortal man, and you will show him who you are, and you will return to me.” Her fingers flutter over my face again, cupping my cheek. “You will return to me.”

We are so close, her breath mingles with mine.

I want to say something. Make a move. Lean forward.

The emotion whirls in me, needing. I can almost taste the honeyed star-anise of her lips. I can almost lick the salt of her tears. I want to show her what she means to me. That it is more than the desire to be like her that compelled me to ask Indra for such a boon; that it is her, to be with her. Surely now, when I have nothing more to lose, I can be brave?

Yet my own reckless suicide mission casts a shadow over us, overlapping with the sharpness of Rambha’s earlier words. I can never tell her of my yearning for her now; it would only make her pity me more. I pull away and Rambha releases me. Clearing her throat, she says, “If you are to do this, then listen carefully about Kaushika.”

She tells me of his hermitage in the forest, and where the other apsaras began. Of whatever little Indra’s spies found, and the danger Kaushika poses both to Amaravati and to me. Once more, Rambha becomes my handler, preparing me for my mission. The distance opens between us again.

I cannot deny the relief that lances through me. I have come close to admitting my feelings for her so many times, but what would be the point now? The tension of the mission overshadows whatever moment breathed between the two of us. I try to hear her instructions with a clear mind, but fear interrupts any sense I can make of her words. Rambha must know in her heart that this is far beyond my abilities. Will she mourn me like she has mourned our other sisters? Will she hear this last conversation of ours in her head over and over again, and one day realize how much she has meant to me? A kiss would be sweet, but what would be the point? I won’t leave her confused and more upset than she already is. The both of us know I am likely never to return.

Rambha looks like she understands what I am thinking, because she gives me a small smile. “Kaushika might be a powerful sage, but you are more than just a dancer, Meneka. He’s cunning and devious, but you are too. I meant what I said to the lord. You are one of the best. Do you understand me?”

I nod, too overwhelmed to speak. She loves me; that is why she says this, but I cannot lie to her. Her belief in me is her own, more than what I deserve, more than what I have in myself.

There is no time for long explanations anyway. The both of us know it is time to go. Rambha stands up, holding my hand. We track a familiar path toward Indra’s personal garden, where all apsaras stop before departing on a mission.

The hour before leaving for the mortal realm is sacred. Apsaras are allowed to wander Indra’s personal garden to seek his peace and meditate on his glory. To remind ourselves he is our lord and king, and our very magic depends on his well-being. Within this garden, a wish necessary for the success of our missions is granted to each departing apsara.

Rambha stops at the entrance, and I hesitate. Entering the grove is a devotional act. My turbulent emotions will sully it. What if my doubts malign my wish too? I cannot believe I just returned from what I thought would be my final mission. I thought I’d seen the last of this garden. Here I am again, only too soon. I glance at Rambha, wanting to speak, ask her advice, beg her to come with me. My fingers flicker, nearly reaching to her, but Rambha’s face is quiet, unreadable.

I enter the grove on my own.

THE FIRST TREES SWALLOW ME INSTANTLY.

Magic lies heavy here, the gleaming gold dust of Amaravati clustered like fruit over the foliage. Luscious red berries appear gilded. Leaves sing, a rustle in the cadence of a hymn. The scent of newly birthed flowers makes me slightly dizzy. Like in the throne room, Indra’s power suffuses me again, a pull at my skin, a tug at my attention.

Images come to me in whispers and fragrant scents, contoured with Indra’s glory.

The lord resplendent, garlands around his neck, each bud picked by a devotee. Indra plowing fields with his bare hands, helping grain grow. The king protecting the sacred cow Kamadhenu in a battle with envious mortals. Indra churning the oceans, to release amrit and other spectacular blessings. On and on, a hundred images of his heroism, lived and lived again through millennia. I blink and the images fade, but the magic winds itself into my blood, reminding me of my allegiance.

This feeling is familiar from all my previous missions. Back then, I welcomed it. When I left to seduce Queen Tara, I wandered this beautiful garden to pray to Indra and replenish my magic. I reminded myself he is one of the oldest beings in the universe, that he has endured and always will. I believed in the lord.

Now I need more to remind me than simply these memories. Ignoring the fruit orchards and the flower-lined fountains, I make my way straight to the kalpavriksh, the sacred wish-fulfilling tree at the center of the garden.

The tree is massive, a forest in itself. Its gnarled boughs reach deep into the soil. The thick canopy blots out even Indra’s sky. I have seen similar banyan trees in the mortal realm that spread across acres. None of them compares to the kalpavriksh.

It is said Indra himself planted the kalpavriksh after it appeared during the Churning of the Oceans, the event that created amrit, the golden nectar. Amrit was drunk by the first celestials of Amaravati, giving them and all their descendants—including me—our immortality. All that happened millennia ago, and Indra himself tells different versions of the story, sometimes relating the Churning as a great war, other times calling it a result of a diplomatic mission with rakshasas and asuras, the creatures of naraka, the hellish realm. The only thing all versions have in common is the power of the gifts that came from the sea, including the kalpavriksh.

That power radiates over me as I wander within the grove.

Golden dust sparkles off everything in Amaravati, but at the tree, there is no visible sign of the city’s magic. The tree rivals Indra’s own power, even here, in his own garden.

A peace descends on me, filling my lungs with the freshest air. My heartbeat slows and my breath grows deeper. Muscles I was not aware I was clenching relax. For a brief moment, my own life seems childish. I am in the presence of one of the oldest, most magical creatures in the universe—a deva in itself. The very power of the cosmos hums within the tree in the rhythms of the sweetest music.

Leaves rustle as I sit at the base of the kalpavriksh’s wide trunk. I brush my fingers over the gnarled wood, counting my slow, deep breaths. The last time I was here, before my mission to Queen Tara, I wished for Tara to be amenable. For my every mudra to be an offering to the lord. It is what most apsaras wish for, an ease in their missions.

This time, I am aware I have
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