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“The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you. Don't go back to sleep. You must ask for what you really want. Don't go back to sleep. People are going back and forth across the doorsill where the two worlds touch. The door is round and open. Don't go back to sleep”.
Rumi 


Prologue
17th CENTURY INDIA DURING THE REIGN OF EMPEROR JEHANGIR

Tahmina was seven when her mother first took her to the caves beyond the city walls. She remembered the journey clearly—how they had slipped from the palace before dawn, dressed in simple cotton, like common women of Delhi rather than a royal physician's wife and daughter. Her mother had wrapped Tahmina's hair beneath a plain scarf, pressing a finger to her lips when the child asked where they were going. "Some knowledge lives in shadows," her mother whispered, "away from men who would cage it with their rules."
They rode in a covered bullock cart, jostling along dusty roads as the sun climbed higher. Tahmina peered through the cart's thin cotton curtains, watching Delhi recede behind them. Never before had she ventured beyond the city without guards and palanquins, without her father's stern presence. The freedom felt both terrifying and exhilarating.
By midday, they reached a cluster of ancient caves carved into sandstone cliffs. Worn stone steps led upward, hundreds of them disappearing into the rock face. Local pilgrims dotted the path—women with offerings of marigolds, men with heads bowed in reverence. "Who lives here, Ammi?" Tahmina asked, her small hand clasped tightly in her mother's.
"One who sees with different eyes," her mother replied, her voice carrying unusual tension. "One who knew I would bring you today."
The climb left Tahmina breathless, her legs aching by the time they reached the uppermost cave. Unlike the lower grottoes with their carved deities and burning incense, this entrance stood unadorned, a simple archway worn smooth by centuries of weather and passing hands.
Inside, darkness gave way to dim light from oil lamps placed in wall niches. The air hung heavy with unfamiliar scents—herbs Tahmina had never encountered in her father's extensive collection, smoke that smelled of mountains she had never seen.
At the cave's heart sat an ancient woman, her age impossible to determine. She might have been sixty or one hundred, her brown skin folded into a thousand wrinkles, her white hair hanging loose past her waist. She wore no color, only undyed cotton draped around her thin frame. Yet, power emanated from her stillness, making the cave feel both smaller and vaster than its physical dimensions. "You've brought her at last, Nasreen," the woman said, her voice surprising in its clarity and strength. "Let me see the child who carries two worlds in her blood."
Tahmina's mother bowed her head. "Respected Mother, this is my daughter, Tahmina."
The holy woman beckoned with gnarled fingers. "Come closer, little one."
Tahmina stepped forward, driven by curiosity stronger than fear. The woman's eyes caught and held her—eyes so pale they appeared almost colorless, like water in a shallow basin reflecting the sky.
"Your hands," the woman commanded.
Tahmina extended her small palms. The holy woman took them in her own, the papery skin cool and dry against Tahmina's warmth. For long moments, she simply held them, her eyes closed, her breathing so quiet she might have been a statue carved from ancient wood. When she finally spoke, her voice had changed, deepening to a timbre that seemed to vibrate in Tahmina's bones. "Two paths intersect through you," she said. "Two bloodlines that were never meant to merge. Two traditions of healing that men have kept separate though they spring from the same source."
Her fingers tightened around Tahmina's wrists. "You bear your mother's gift. The knowing hands. The sight beyond sight." 
Behind her, Tahmina heard her mother's sharp intake of breath.
"What you seek lies not in books or formulas," the woman continued. "The true medicine lives in the space between breaths, in the silence between heartbeats. This knowledge waits for you, sleeping in your blood." The holy woman released one of Tahmina's hands to touch the small jade pendant that hung at the child's throat—her mother's gift on her last birthday.
"Half the key," she murmured. "Half the door. You will find its twin in the hands of one who shares your divided sky. When the pieces join, ancient knowledge will awaken." Her cloudy eyes seemed to focus suddenly, fixing on Tahmina's face with unnerving intensity. "But beware the collector who seeks to possess without understanding."
A tremor ran through the old woman then, her body shuddering as if some invisible current passed through it. When she spoke again, her voice had dropped to a whisper that somehow filled the entire cave. "Blood of two worlds, you will walk a boundary none have crossed. Love forbidden will be your strength when all else fails. Death will come for you three times before your nineteenth year, and three times you must choose life though it breaks sacred laws."
Tahmina stood transfixed, understanding none of it, yet feeling each word brand itself into her memory. Behind, she heard her mother weeping silently.
The holy woman released her hands abruptly. She reached into a small clay bowl beside her, withdrawing a pinch of red powder that she pressed to Tahmina's forehead, marking her with a symbol the child didn't recognize—not the Hindu tilak nor the Muslim prayer mark, but something older, its meaning lost to all but a few. "You will forget this day," the woman said, her voice returning to normal, though exhaustion now threaded through it. "Until the moment you need to remember. Then it will return like a river breaking through a crumbling dam."
She looked past Tahmina to her mother. "You have done what was needed, Nasreen. The circle continues. The knowledge will not die with you as you feared."
"But the cost—" Tahmina's mother began.
"Is always high for those who carry light into darkness," the holy woman finished. "You knew this when you chose your path."
On the journey home, Tahmina fell into a deep sleep, her head cradled in her mother's lap. When she woke the next morning in her own bed, the visit seemed like a strange dream—vivid but dissolving at the edges. When she asked her mother about the cave and the white-haired woman, Nasreen simply smiled and brushed the hair from her daughter's forehead, where no trace of the red mark remained. "Some journeys live in the heart until the mind is ready to understand them," she said cryptically.
Two years later, her mother died bringing Tahmina's brother into the world—a child who lived only long enough to draw a single breath. The jade pendant became Tahmina's most precious possession, though she could never explain why it sometimes warmed against her skin when she worked with healing herbs, or why certain dreams left her with the lingering scent of a mountain cave she couldn't remember visiting.
The prophecy slept within her, waiting for the moment of awakening that would change everything.



Chapter 1
What You Seek

12 Years Later
Morning light spilled through the jali screens, painting patterns across the marble floors as intricate as Mughal courtly politics.  Tahmina Begum moved with quiet grace, her silver anklets whispering secrets with each step. Her amber eyes swept over her patient's sleeping form. Jasmine drifted in from the gardens, mingling with herbal remedies steeping in copper pots. Tahmina knelt beside the young woman whose fever had broken during the night. She pressed her palm against the cool forehead—no longer burning as it had hours before. "Allah be praised," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the gentle rustle of the silk curtains swaying in the breeze.  

Beyond the zenana walls, Delhi stirred to life. Temple bells chimed, street vendors called their wares, and the city murmured its eternal song. Light footsteps approached. Tahmina turned as Yasmin entered with fresh towels draped over her arm. The young maidservant’s face was a mask of calm, but her eyes betrayed a flicker of urgency. "The fever has broken," Tahmina said, nodding toward the sleeping patient. "She'll need willow bark tea when she wakes."  

Yasmin set down her burden, silver anklets tinkling faintly. "There is news, my lady."  

Something in the girl's voice made Tahmina pause. She straightened, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "What news?"  

"A Mughal caravan was attacked near the Rajput border. They say the Rajputs grow bold again, challenging Emperor Jahangir himself."  

Tahmina's fingers moved instinctively to the small jade pendant at her throat—her mother's final gift. The smooth stone felt warm against her skin, a silent reminder of the prophecy whispered to her in the caves all those years ago. "Who was injured?" she asked, her voice steady despite the unease coiling in her stomach.  

"Three royal guards killed. The ambassador's son wounded." Yasmin's eyes darted toward the window, as if the city beyond held answers. "They return to Delhi before sunset."  

The news settled between them like a stone dropped in still water. Tahmina exhaled slowly, her mind already racing through the list of herbs and salves she would need. "Prepare the medicines," she said, turning back to her worktable. "And send word that I'll be late for morning meal. There will be wounded to tend."  

As Yasmin left, Tahmina returned to her worktable. Her fingers moved with practiced ease, selecting herbs and measuring powders. Here, among her medicines, the world made sense. Each ailment had its remedy, each pain its cure. She opened a small wooden chest, its lid carved with intricate patterns of leaves and flowers, and retrieved a vial of crushed willow bark. The scent of chamomile and mint filled the air as she mixed the ingredients, her mind briefly drifting to the old woman in the cave. 

This knowledge waits for you, sleeping in your blood.  

"Tahmina."  

She turned to find her father, Abdul Hakim, watching from the doorway. Though his beard had grown white as winter frost, he stood straight as a cypress. His emerald turban sat perfectly arranged, his silk kurta immaculate. "You've heard," he said, his eyes flicking toward her preparations.  

"The caravan." She nodded, wiping her hands on a cloth. "I'm preparing for the wounded."  

"That is not the only news this day." Her father stepped into the room, his gaze drifting to the sleeping patient before returning to his daughter. "The Emperor has requested your presence in the Diwan-i-Khas this afternoon."  

Tahmina's hands stilled. The private audience chamber was not a place women of the court visited without purpose. "Why?"  

"He wishes to honor your service as a healer. And to discuss your future."  

"My future?" A chill ran through her, despite the warmth of the morning sun.  

Abdul Hakim took her hands in his, his grip firm yet gentle. "The Emperor believes the time has come for you to marry."  

The words hung in the chamber like smoke. Tahmina pulled her hands away and turned back to her worktable, gripping the mortar and pestle as if they might anchor her to ground that suddenly seemed to shift beneath her feet. "I have my work. The women of the zenana need me—"  

"The Emperor has chosen a match he believes will secure our family's position." Her father's voice carried the weight of finality. "Nawab Iskandar."  

The pestle nearly slipped from her grip. Iskandar—a nobleman twenty years her senior, widowed twice, with a reputation for collecting beautiful things. Things he displayed and then forgot. She had seen him at court once, his emerald-studded turban catching the light, his eyes cold as he appraised the room like it was his personal marketplace.  

"He is a powerful ally. With the Rajputs growing restless, the Emperor needs loyalty from his nobles." Her father stepped closer, his voice softening. "Your mother's marriage was arranged, yet she found happiness with me. Contentment, at least."  

"Until she died birthing a son who did not live." The words tasted bitter on her tongue, sharp and unyielding. "Leaving me with only stories of her courage and her jade pendant as remembrance."  

Her father’s eyes darkened, but he did not argue. "We will speak more of this later. For now, prepare for the audience. Wear the blue silk your aunt sent from Isfahan."  

After he left, Tahmina stood motionless at her worktable. Outside, the sun climbed higher, burning away the morning mist, revealing a city of sharp edges and deep shadows. The jade pendant felt heavier than usual, its weight a constant reminder of the destiny she could not yet fully grasp.  

---

The wounded arrived on litters, the ambassador's son ashen beneath his beard, blood seeping through hastily applied bandages. Two guards followed with lesser wounds. "Place him here," Tahmina directed, kneeling beside the most severely injured man. She cut away blood-soaked fabric to reveal a deep puncture wound in his shoulder. "When did this occur?"  

"Yesterday, at midday. Rajput ambush near the border. They seemed to know our route exactly."  

She examined the wound, her trained eye assessing the damage. "The weapon?"  

"Spear. Thrust, not thrown."  

She nodded, reaching for honey mixed with turmeric. "Hold him steady. This will burn."  

The man groaned as she cleaned the wound, his eyes fluttering open. "The papers. Did they secure the papers?"  

"Rest. The documents are safe."  

His eyes focused on her face, and for a moment, she saw gratitude mingling with pain. "The healer's daughter. They said you have your mother's gift."  

"Save your strength," she replied, pressing herbs against the bleeding. "You will recover, inshallah."  

She worked methodically—cleaning, stitching, bandaging. The familiar rhythm of healing calmed her mind, pushing away thoughts of betrothals and Mughal decrees. But as she folded the final strip of linen around the man’s shoulder, he murmured something that made her pause.  

"They say the Rajput who led the attack was unlike the others," he whispered, his voice fading as the sedative herbs took effect. "A man of mixed blood. Some call him Prithviraj the Half-Blood."  

Tahmina’s breath caught, but the man had already drifted into drugged sleep. She sat back on her heels, her mind racing. Mixed blood. Half-Blood. The words echoed in her thoughts, mingling with memories of the old woman’s prophecy.  


By midday, all three patients had been treated. In her private chamber, she bathed in rose-scented water as Yasmin helped her into the blue silk—a garment so fine it seemed to flow like water over her skin. "You look like a princess from the old tales," Yasmin sighed, arranging silver bangles on Tahmina's wrists.  

Tahmina studied her reflection in the polished metal mirror. A stranger looked back—a court lady adorned for display rather than a physician prepared for healing. Only the jade pendant remained as a connection to her true self.  



The hall of private audience gleamed with wealth and power. Sunlight reflected off mirrors inlaid with precious stones, illuminating the famed Peacock Throne where Emperor Jahangir sat in judgment. Court nobles stood in ordered ranks, their silks and jewels creating a human garden of color. Tahmina knelt on the cool marble beside her father, head bowed. Around them, whispers rippled like wind through summer grass.  

"Rise, Hakim Abdul and daughter," the Emperor commanded.  

"We have heard much of your healing skills," Jahangir continued as they stood. "Such dedication deserves recognition. We have decided to honor your family with an alliance that will strengthen the empire."  

From the corner of her eye, Tahmina saw movement—Nawab Iskandar stepping forward, emeralds cascading down his distinctive turban, heavy perfume preceding him like overripe fruit. "The marriage will take place in sixty days," the Emperor decreed. "On the same day the Rajput kingdoms must submit their tokens of fealty or face rebellion's consequences."  

A double binding—her fate tied to the fate of kingdoms.  

"I am overwhelmed by such honor," she said, the words practiced, perfect, empty.  



When at last they were dismissed, Tahmina walked from the Diwan-i-Khas with unhurried steps, her spine straight, her face serene. Only her fingers, clutching the folds of her blue silk gown, betrayed the storm raging within her. The fabric, so finely woven it felt like cool water against her skin, now seemed to constrict her, a reminder of the invisible chains tightening around her.  

The corridor stretched ahead, its walls adorned with intricate carvings of flowers and vines, a masterpiece of Mughal artistry. Sunlight streamed through the lattice screens, casting delicate patterns on the marble floor. The faint scent of sandalwood incense wafted through the air, mingling with the distant hum of courtiers exchanging whispers.  

Her father walked beside her, his emerald turban a stark contrast to the muted tones of her gown. He was silent, his expression unreadable, but she could feel the weight of his expectations pressing against her like a second skin. She wanted to speak, to demand why he had not protested, why he had not fought for her when the Emperor’s decree fell upon them like a sword. But the words stuck in her throat, bitter and unspoken.  

As they stepped into the sunlit courtyard, the fragrance of blooming jasmine greeted them, its sweetness almost mocking in its innocence. A fountain bubbled softly at the center, its waters shimmering like liquid silver. Tahmina paused, her gaze drawn to the pendant at her throat. The jade felt cool against her fingers, its smooth surface a silent echo of her mother’s presence. What would you have done? she wondered, her heart aching with a longing she could not name.  

"Tahmina," her father said, his voice low but firm. She turned to face him, her amber eyes meeting his weathered gaze. "This is not the end of the world. Iskandar is a man of power, of influence. You will want for nothing."  

"I do not seek wealth or power," she replied, her voice steady despite the tremor in her chest. "I seek purpose. I seek freedom to heal, to serve as I was meant to."  

"Freedom is a luxury few can afford," he said, his tone softening. "You are my daughter, and I wish only for your safety, your security. The Emperor’s decree is not a curse, but an opportunity."  

She wanted to argue, to tell him that safety and security were meaningless without choice. But the words faded as her gaze shifted to the palace gates, where a group of riders had just arrived. Their horses were lathered with sweat, their faces grim beneath layers of dust. One of them carried a banner—a black eagle against a crimson field.  

"The Rajputs," her father murmured, his voice tinged with unease.  

Tahmina’s heart quickened. She remembered the wounded soldier’s words—Prithviraj the Half-Blood. The name lingered in her mind like a shadow, half-formed but undeniably present. She had heard whispers of him before, a man caught between two worlds, neither fully Rajput nor Mughal. A rebel with a following that grew with each passing day.  

"We must return inside," her father said, placing a hand on her arm.  

She hesitated, her eyes still fixed on the riders. Something about them stirred a curiosity she could not explain, a pull as inexplicable as the prophecy that bound her. "Father," she began, turning to him, "what do we truly know of this war? What do we know of the man they call Prithviraj?"  

His expression darkened. "He is a threat to the empire, nothing more. Do not let your thoughts wander where they do not belong."  

She nodded, but the questions remained, unspoken yet insistent. As they walked back toward the palace, she glanced over her shoulder one last time. The riders had dismounted, their movements sharp and purposeful. Among them stood a man taller than the rest, his features obscured by the shadow of a turban. He turned, and for a moment, his gaze met hers across the courtyard.  

Tahmina’s breath caught. His eyes were not cold like Iskandar’s, nor calculating like the Emperor’s. They were fierce, yes, but also searching, as if they, too, sought something they could not name. Then the moment passed, and he turned away, disappearing into the crowd.  

Back in her chamber, Tahmina stood before the mirror, her reflection a stranger in blue silk. The jade pendant glinted faintly, its weight a reminder of the path she could not yet see. Outside, the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the sky in shades of crimson and gold. The city stirred with the rhythms of evening, but she felt detached from it all, as if she were floating above the chaos, watching from afar.  

Yasmin entered quietly, her silver anklets barely making a sound. "My lady," she said, her voice gentle, "would you like me to prepare your evening meal?"  

Tahmina shook her head. "Not yet. Bring me my herbs instead."  

The maidservant hesitated but obeyed, returning with a small wooden chest. Tahmina opened it, her fingers brushing against the familiar textures of dried leaves and roots. This knowledge waits for you, the old woman’s voice echoed in her mind.  

And for the first time since the Emperor’s decree, Tahmina allowed herself to wonder if her destiny might yet lie beyond the walls of the zenana.


Chapter 2
First Meeting

Torch flames wavered in the night breeze, casting tremulous shadows along the stone corridor that led to the palace's western chambers. Tahmina followed the captain of the guard, her medicine bag heavy against her hip, its familiar weight an anchor in this unfamiliar territory. The sweet scents of the gardens gave way to something earthier—the smell of men who had traveled far, of leather and steel, of blood.  
Always blood.  
"He has refused water since arrival," the captain said, his voice low as though the stones themselves might be listening. "The Emperor wishes him alive for questioning."  
"His injuries?"  
"Arrow wound to the shoulder. Sword cut across the ribs. Perhaps other hurts less visible." The captain's mouth twisted. "He fought like a demon when cornered. Killed two of our best men before they subdued him."  
Tahmina's fingers tightened around the strap of her medicine bag. They stopped before a heavy door reinforced with iron. Two guards stood at attention, eyes forward, hands resting on their sword hilts. From beyond the wood came silence so absolute it seemed to possess weight. "He may still be unconscious," the captain said. "The physician who examined him when they arrived gave him a sleeping draught. But be wary. These Rajputs—they are not like our men. Their code makes them dangerous, even when wounded."  
"I have treated prisoners before, Captain."  
"Not one like this." He gestured to the guards, who unlocked the door and pulled it open. "We will remain outside. Call if he wakes."  

The unsaid words hung between them. Call if he tries to kill you.  
The room was sparse but not a dungeon—stone walls, a narrow window too high and small for escape, a washbasin, a pallet on the floor. Upon it lay a figure so still he might have been carved from the shadows themselves. She moved closer, setting her medicine bag on the stone floor. The lamp cast enough light for her to see the man's face, and her breath caught.  
He was nothing like the demon the captain had described. His features had been cut by a master craftsman's hand—strong brow, nose straight as a blade, jaw set hard even in unconsciousness. His skin, bronzed by sun and wind, contrasted with the white sheet pulled to his chest, now stained crimson where blood had seeped through poorly applied bandages.  
But it was his stillness that unsettled her most. Not the limpness of unconsciousness but something deliberate, as though even in sleep, he held himself in perfect control. Tahmina knelt beside the pallet, pressing her fingers to his throat. His pulse beat strong and steady. She moved her hand to his forehead. No fever, but his skin burned with an inner heat that seemed to pass into her own blood through the brief contact.  
"Bismillah," she whispered. She began unwrapping the stained bandages from his shoulder. The arrow wound had been treated clumsily—the shaft removed but the edges ragged, as though someone had been more concerned with speed than healing.  
The prisoner's eyes snapped open. Dark as midnight and unexpectedly alert, they fixed on her face. She froze, the bandage half-unwound in her hands. Neither spoke. Then, without shifting his penetrating gaze, he spoke in perfect, court-accented Persian. "Has the Emperor sent a woman to kill me where his men could not?"  
His voice was deeper than she had expected, the words precise despite the pain he must be feeling. "I am a physician, not an executioner. The Emperor wishes you alive for questioning."  
A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Ah. So death comes later, after I have served my purpose."  

"I concern myself with healing, not the Emperor's intentions." She resumed unwrapping his bandages. "You have refused water. That is foolish if you wish to deny your enemies the satisfaction of watching you die."  
"Perhaps I simply awaited a cup from hands less likely to poison me."  
"If the Emperor wanted you dead, you would be. He finds you valuable alive."  
"And what do you find, physician?"  
She did not answer immediately, focusing instead on the wound now fully revealed. The edges were inflamed, the flesh torn where the arrow had been wrenched free rather than carefully extracted. "I find a man who will die of infection if he refuses treatment," she said finally, reaching for a small clay pot. "This will hurt, but it will draw out the poison."  
Without waiting for permission, she applied the poultice. To his credit, he didn't flinch, though a muscle in his jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "You have a healer's hands," he said as she began cleaning the second wound across his ribs. "Gentle, even in service to a warrior's purpose."  
"All hands serve some purpose beyond their owner's intention."  
"Philosophy from a palace physician? The courts of Delhi have changed since my last intelligence."  
She glanced up sharply. "You speak as though you know this place well."  
"I know many things about Emperor Jahangir's court." His eyes held hers. "Including that the chief physician's daughter rarely treats common prisoners."  
A chill ran down her spine. "The Emperor commanded it."  
"Did he? How interesting." The prisoner shifted slightly, allowing her better access to his wounds. "And does the Emperor often take personal interest in your assignments, Tahmina Begum?"  
Her name on his lips startled her. "You know my name."  
"I make it my business to know many things. Especially when I find myself at the mercy of unexpected forces."  
"You should drink," she said, changing the subject. "Water, at least, if you refuse food."  
"I will drink if you pour it."  
She poured water from a clay pitcher into a cup, then held it to his lips. He drank deeply, his eyes never leaving her face. When he finished, a drop of water clung to his lower lip.  
"You haven't asked my name," he observed. "Aren't you curious who you're treating?"  
"I know who you are. Prithviraj Singh, called the Half-Blood. Commander of the border raiders who have harassed Mughal caravans for the past season."  
"Impressive. Though not entirely accurate."  
"Oh?"  
"I command no raiders. I serve as diplomat between Rajput kingdoms and your Emperor—or did, until your Mughal forces attacked my delegation under flag of truce."  

"You expect me to believe Rajput raiders who killed three Mughal guards were actually peaceful diplomats?"  
"I expect nothing from you except the healing you've already provided. But truth exists whether believed or not."  
The certainty in his tone gave her pause. She studied his face, searching for signs of deception. "If you were truly a diplomatic envoy, where are your credentials? Your letters of passage?"  
"Taken, along with my father's signet ring and the peace proposals we carried. Ask your commander who attacked us where those items might be found."  
"Your wounds need daily attention," she said, reverting to professional detachment. "I will return tomorrow to change the dressings."  
As she rose to leave, his hand shot out, catching her wrist. The contact sent an inexplicable jolt through her body. His grip was firm but not painful. "Why did the Emperor really send you, Tahmina Begum? What game does he play, using his chief physician's daughter as nursemaid to a prisoner?"  
She could have called for the guards. Instead, she met his gaze steadily. "I go where healing is needed. That is my only purpose here."  
"Is it?" His thumb moved almost imperceptibly against the inside of her wrist, where her pulse betrayed her tension. "I wonder what other purposes might reveal themselves in time."  
He released her then. Tahmina stepped back, unaccountably flustered. "Rest," she instructed. "And drink the water I've left. Rajput pride serves no one if you die of thirst before your wounds can heal." She moved toward the door, aware of his eyes following her retreat. Just before she knocked to signal the guards, his voice reached her again.  
"Until tomorrow, then, Tahmina Begum."  
In the corridor, the captain waited, eyes searching her face for signs of distress. "The prisoner is secured," she reported. "His wounds have been treated. He will require daily attention if the Emperor wishes him to survive for questioning."  
"Did he speak?"  
Tahmina considered her answer carefully. "Only to refuse food. He accepted water eventually." The half-truth slipped easily from her lips, surprising her.  
"The Emperor will be pleased with your success," the captain said. "Few have managed to make the Rajput accept even water since his capture."  
They reached the main palace corridor. She paused, a question forming that she knew she should not ask. "Captain, how exactly was this Rajput captured? Was it truly a raid on a Mughal caravan?"  
The man's expression shifted subtly. "You need not concern yourself with such matters, Physician's Daughter. The prisoner is a dangerous rebel, regardless of the tales he may spin to gain your sympathy."  
His non-answer was telling in itself.  
"Of course. Forgive my curiosity."  
"The hour grows late. Allow me to escort you to the zenana gates."  
At the zenana entrance, the captain bowed and left her to the female attendants. Tahmina moved through familiar corridors toward her chambers, the events of this extraordinary day pressing upon her like a weight.  

Yasmin waited in her chamber, ready to help her prepare for sleep. As Tahmina entered, her maid’s keen eyes immediately noticed the tension in her mistress’s posture. "You look exhausted, Begum Sahiba," Yasmin said softly, stepping forward to take Tahmina’s medicine bag. "Was the prisoner as difficult as they said?"  
Tahmina sank onto the cushioned divan, letting out a slow breath. "He was... unexpected."  
"Unexpected?" Yasmin raised an eyebrow as she unfastened the ties of Tahmina’s outer robe. "How so? Did he threaten you?"  
"No, nothing like that. He was calm, almost too calm. He spoke as if he were at court, not in a cell." Tahmina hesitated, her fingers absently tracing the jade pendant at her throat. "He knew my name."  
Yasmin paused, her hands stilling on the robe. "How could he know that? You’ve not met before, have you?"  
"No," Tahmina replied, her voice distant. "But he spoke of the court, of my father. As if he had been here before, or at least knew much about us."  
"That’s strange," Yasmin murmured, moving to fetch a bowl of warm water and a cloth. "Perhaps he’s trying to unsettle you. Prisoners often resort to tricks when they feel cornered."  
"Perhaps," Tahmina said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced. She allowed Yasmin to help her wash her hands, the warm water soothing but unable to wash away the lingering unease.  
"Would you like some tea?" Yasmin asked. "I made Kashmiri khawa—it should help you relax."  
Tahmina nodded, grateful for the offering. As Yasmin poured the tea, Tahmina’s thoughts drifted back to the prisoner, Prithviraj Singh. His words echoed in her mind, not just the ones he had spoken but the silences too, the weight of his gaze that seemed to see through her carefully constructed composure.  
"What else did he say?" Yasmin asked, handing her the steaming cup.  
"He claimed he was a diplomat, not a raider," Tahmina said, her voice low. "That his delegation was attacked under a flag of truce."  
Yasmin frowned. "Do you believe him?"  
"I don’t know what to believe," Tahmina admitted, sipping the tea. "The captain was evasive when I asked how he was captured. Something about this feels... off."  
Yasmin sat beside her, folding her hands in her lap. "You’ve always had a good sense for the truth, Begum Sahiba. If your instincts are telling you something is wrong, perhaps it is."  
"But what does it matter?" Tahmina asked, her frustration bubbling to the surface. "Whether he’s a raider or a diplomat, I’m only meant to heal him so the Emperor can question him. The politics aren’t my concern."  
"Yet they’ve become your concern, haven’t they?" Yasmin said gently. "You wouldn’t be this troubled if they weren’t."  
Tahmina sighed, setting the cup aside. "Perhaps you’re right. But what can I do? I’m not a soldier or a diplomat. I’m a healer. And now..." She trailed off, her gaze falling to the betrothal necklace she had yet to remove.  
"Now you’re to be the Nawab’s wife," Yasmin finished for her, her voice tinged with sympathy. "It’s a great honor, Begum Sahiba."  

"An honor I didn’t ask for," Tahmina whispered. She looked up at Yasmin, her eyes searching for understanding. "I never wanted this. I wanted to heal, to use my skills for something meaningful. Not to be... traded like a prize."  
Yasmin reached out, covering Tahmina’s hand with her own. "You are more than a prize, Begum Sahiba. You always have been. Your heart, your mind, your hands—they’re your own, no matter what title they give you."  
Tahmina smiled faintly, though it didn’t reach her eyes. "You always know what to say, Yasmin."  
"Someone has to," Yasmin replied with a soft chuckle. "Now, let’s get you ready for bed. You need rest, especially if you’re to face that prisoner again tomorrow."  
As Yasmin helped her change into her nightclothes and brushed out her long hair, Tahmina’s mind continued to churn. The pendant felt heavier than usual against her chest, as if it carried the weight of the choices she didn’t want to make.  
When Yasmin finally left her with a quiet goodnight, Tahmina lay awake in the dimly lit chamber, the events of the day replaying in her mind. The prisoner’s words, the captain’s evasions, the Emperor’s command—all of it tangled together like threads she couldn’t unravel. She turned onto her side, her fingers brushing the pendant once more. The holy woman’s prophecy echoed in her thoughts: “You will face death three times before your nineteenth year. Each time, the choice you make will shape your legacy.”  

But what choice did she have now? To heal a man who might be innocent or to turn away, knowing it could mean his death? To accept a marriage that would bind her to a life of duty or to fight for the freedom to heal? For the first time in weeks, she felt a flicker of something long dormant within her—a spark of purpose, of agency. She wasn’t just the Emperor’s pawn or the Nawab’s bride. 
She was Tahmina Begum, healer and protector of the truth.  



Chapter 3
Threads of Silk and Steel

Tahmina's fingers worked through the dark earth, coaxing mint seedlings from their overcrowded bed. The familiar scent of crushed leaves clung to her palms—green and sharp and honest, like the truths she wished she could speak aloud. The garden was her sanctuary, a place where the world’s chaos could not reach her. But today, even here, she felt the weight of the decisions she must soon make. The harness bells began chiming in the courtyard, a sharp, intrusive sound that shattered the quiet. The whisper of expensive silk followed, along with the clatter of many hooves.  

Nawab Iskandar Mirza had come calling.  

Servants scurried past the garden archway with gold-fringed cushions and silver trays, their movements hurried but precise. Horses pranced and snorted outside the courtyard gates, their riders dismounting with calculated flair. Tahmina watched from the corner of her eye as Naani Fatima continued grinding coriander seeds in the shade, her mortar keeping a steady rhythm.  

"Impressive," Naani murmured, her voice dry. "The man knows how to make an entrance."  

Tahmina brushed soil from her hands, leaving dark crescents beneath her nails. Through the archway, she glimpsed the nawab himself—tall and well-built, his beard trimmed to perfection. Gold threads caught the afternoon light in his dark blue achkan, and the scent of his attar—musk and amber with a hint of something darker—reached her even from a distance.  

"Should I change clothes?" Tahmina asked softly, her voice barely above a whisper.  

"For him? No." Naani’s voice carried a note of steel. "Let him see you as you are."  

"Tahmina Begum." His voice rolled across the garden like honey over warm bread, smooth and deliberate. "May I enter your sanctuary?"  

"Of course, Nawab sahib. You honor our humble quarters."  

He walked with measured steps, each one calculated for maximum impact. Two guards followed at a respectful distance, their hands resting on the hilts of their swords. "Humble?" He paused before a rosebush heavy with pink blooms, reaching out to touch a petal with a gloved hand. "The emperor’s most valued healer calls herself humble?"  

Tahmina’s gaze followed his fingers as they brushed the rose. "Beauty is often found in simplicity, Nawab sahib."  

"Spoken like a poet." He turned to her, his dark eyes gleaming with something she couldn’t quite place. "These roses remind me of my mother’s garden in Shiraz. She taught me that beauty requires constant tending."  

"Your mother sounds wise."  

"She was." His voice softened, and for a moment, the mask of the polished courtier slipped. "Before the fever took her." Something flickered behind his eyes—genuine pain, quickly shuttered. "Some wounds never fully heal."  

Despite herself, sympathy stirred in Tahmina’s chest. "I’m sorry," she said softly.  

Naani Fatima rose from her grinding, her joints creaking audibly. "I’ll prepare refreshments," she said, her tone neutral but her gaze sharp as she glanced at Tahmina. She vanished toward the kitchen, leaving Tahmina alone with the nawab and his watchful guards.  

"Walk with me," he said, extending an arm.  

They strolled between the flower beds where jasmine vines climbed wooden trellises, their fragrance mingling with the expensive attar that clung to him. The scent was overwhelming, almost suffocating, and Tahmina found herself longing for the simpler, earthier smells of her garden.  

"The emperor speaks highly of your skills," he said after a moment of silence.  

"He’s generous with praise."  

"Poison is a coward’s weapon. You showed real courage in uncovering it." He stopped walking, studying her with uncomfortable intensity. "Your father was Persian? From Hamadan?"  

The question caught her off-guard. Few people knew her family history, and even fewer dared to ask about it. "You’ve researched my background?"  

"I research everyone who interests me." His smile revealed teeth white as pearls, but there was something predatory in the way he looked at her. "And you interest me immensely."  

They continued toward the fountain where water trickled over carved marble, the sound soothing against the tension that had settled in the air. "The emperor and I have been discussing alliances," he said, his voice casual but his eyes intent. "Marriage alliances, specifically." He positioned himself between her and the garden’s exit, a subtle but deliberate move that made her stomach drop.  

"I see," she said carefully, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her.  

"I’m a man who values intelligence in women. Who supports their ambitions." He stepped closer, close enough that she could see the gold flecks in his dark eyes. "Your work could continue after marriage. With the right husband."  

"And you believe you are such a man?"  

"I know I am." His smile widened, but it didn’t reach his eyes. "The emperor has given his blessing. The betrothal documents are prepared."  

"Without consulting me?"  

"Your grandfather arranged everything before his death. I respected your mourning period and waited until now to speak of it."  

The world tilted sickeningly. Her grandfather had been dead for eight months, and not once had he mentioned any such arrangement. "I wasn’t aware of any formal agreement," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  

"Your grandmother will explain the details. The contract is quite generous."  

Naani returned at that moment, bearing rose sherbet in crystal glasses and almond cakes on a silver tray. Her expression revealed nothing—a skill perfected over decades of court life.  

"Thank you, Ammijan," Iskandar said, using the familiar term for elder with practiced ease. "Your granddaughter and I were discussing the future."  

"The future belongs to Allah," Naani replied evenly, her voice calm but her eyes sharp as she glanced at Tahmina.  

"Indeed," Iskandar said, taking a sip of the sherbet. "But we must make our own preparations." He set down the glass and bowed formally. "Think carefully about what we discussed. His Majesty expects an answer soon."  

"How soon?" Tahmina asked, her voice steady despite the knot of anxiety tightening in her chest.  

"The new moon arrives in ten days. An auspicious time for announcements."  

Ten days.  

Naani’s words echoed in her mind as she walked through the stone corridors later that evening, the memory of Iskandar’s visit lingering like a shadow. "The nawab is not a man who accepts rejection gracefully," her grandmother had said, her voice heavy with unspoken warnings.  

Captain Ahmad waited in the prison corridor, rolling an old coin between his fingers—it clicked steadily against his knuckles, a rhythm as constant as the ticking of a clock.  

"Problems?" Tahmina asked as she approached.  

"The prince hasn’t eaten in two days. Refuses to speak to anyone except the rats." The coin clicked faster, betraying his frustration. "Won’t even acknowledge the guards exist."  

"Is he ill?"  

"Sick in spirit, I’d say. Soul-deep."  

The cell door opened with its familiar screech, and Tahmina stepped inside, her heart heavy. Prithviraj sat chained to the wall, transformed from the proud warrior she’d first tended. His face had gone gaunt, cheekbones sharp beneath skin that had lost its healthy bronze. The water pitcher beside him remained untouched, a film of dust on its surface.  

"Who was it that said, 'The soul becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts?'" she asked softly, setting down her medical bag.  

He looked up, startled for a moment, before recognition flickered in his eyes. "Marcus Aurelius," he replied, his voice hoarse.  

She knelt beside him, unpacking supplies—clean bandages, rose water, turmeric paste. "And what color would you say your thoughts are these days?"  

"Black as the night," he said, his gaze returning to the narrow window where late afternoon light slanted through iron bars. "I had a dream about my father last night. He asked me what I was doing—sitting here, letting you tend my wounds like some tame animal in a cage."  

"And what did you tell him?"  

"Nothing. I had no answer worth giving."  

Her eyes flashed to his face before she examined the sword wound on his arm. The healing progressed well—pink flesh knitting cleanly. He winced as she applied fresh turmeric paste but didn’t pull away.  

"The emperor could show mercy," she said, her voice gentle.  

"The emperor shows what serves his purposes. Nothing more."  

"Maybe your purpose isn’t finished here."  

"What purpose could I possibly serve in this tomb?"  

"Teaching me Rajasthani poetry," she said, a small smile tugging at her lips.  

His head snapped up, eyes widening. "Poetry?"  

"You quoted Mirabai yesterday. I’d like to know more verses."  

"Why?"  

"Because poetry heals things medicine can’t touch," she said, her voice soft but firm.  

For the first time in days, something like a smile touched his lips. "My mother used to say exactly that."  

"Tell me about her," Tahmina said, her fingers moving deftly as she worked.  

"She loved words more than jewels. Said they were prayers made beautiful." His face softened with memory, the lines of tension easing. "She’d sit by the window at dusk, a book of verses in her lap, and recite them to the setting sun. ‘The heart speaks in whispers,’ she’d say, ‘and poetry is its language.’"

Tahmina’s hands paused, the bandages heavy with turmeric paste resting in her lap. She watched him carefully, his voice carrying a warmth she hadn’t heard before. The dim light from the barred window cast shadows across his face, but for the first time since she’d entered the cell, he didn’t look like a prisoner. He looked like a man remembering what it meant to be free.

"What was her favorite verse?" she asked, her voice quiet, as if speaking too loudly might break the fragile connection forming between them.

Prithviraj leaned his head back against the wall, his chains clinking softly. "She loved Kabir. ‘Rahiman dhaga prem ka, mat todo chatkay,’" he recited, his voice steady but carrying a hint of reverence. "‘The thread of love is delicate. Do not let it snap.’ She said it reminded her that love, even when stretched thin, could endure."

"Your mother sounds like a remarkable woman," Tahmina said, her fingers resuming their work, gently wrapping the bandage around his arm. "Did you inherit her love of poetry?"

He chuckled softly, a sound that surprised her. "I tried. But my father believed swords and strategy were more practical pursuits for a Rajput prince. Still, I’d sneak into her room sometimes, just to listen to her read."

"And did she teach you any of her favorite verses?"

"A few. But I was more interested in the stories she told—epics of valor and sacrifice, of honor lost and reclaimed. She had a way of making even the darkest tales feel hopeful." His voice trailed off, and his gaze drifted back to the window, where the light was fading. "I wonder what she’d think of me now, chained in a Mughal prison."

Tahmina finished tying the bandage and sat back on her heels, studying him. "She’d be proud of the man you’ve become, not the circumstances you’re in. A mother’s love doesn’t measure worth by victories or defeats."

He turned to her, his eyes searching hers as if trying to gauge whether she believed her own words. "You speak as if you knew her."

"I didn’t," Tahmina admitted. "But I know what it’s like to lose someone who shaped your world. My father was my compass. When he died, I felt as though I’d been set adrift."

Prithviraj’s expression softened further, a silent understanding passing between them. "And now? Do you feel anchored again?"

She hesitated, her fingers brushing the edge of her medical bag. "Sometimes. But there are days when the waves still pull at me. Days when I question whether I’m following the path he would have chosen for me."

Prithviraj was silent for a long moment, his gaze fixed on her. "Perhaps," he said finally, "the path isn’t about following someone else’s footsteps. Perhaps it’s about carving your own."

Tahmina’s breath caught, his words striking a chord deep within her. She opened her mouth to respond, but the clang of the cell door interrupted her. Captain Ahmad stood in the doorway, his imposing figure blocking the thin sliver of light from the corridor.

"The sun’s setting, Begum sahiba," he said, his tone respectful but firm. "The nawab’s guards are waiting to escort you back."

Tahmina nodded, gathering her supplies and rising to her feet. She glanced at Prithviraj one last time, her eyes holding his for a heartbeat longer than necessary. "Think about the threads of love," she said softly. "They’re stronger than they seem."

He didn’t reply, but the flicker of gratitude in his eyes was enough. As she stepped into the corridor, the door creaked shut behind her, the echo of her words lingering in the air.


Chapter 4
The Bazaar of Broken Promises

The fennel seeds turned to powder beneath Tahmina's pestle, their licorice scent rising like incense—or like the smoke that would soon billow from funeral pyres if Captain Ahmad's news meant what she feared it did. "The emperor desires the prince moved to the western tower." Ahmad's voice carried the careful neutrality of a man delivering his own death sentence. "For his... better protection."
The brass mortar grew heavy in her hands. Through the carved jali screens, peacocks strutted across lawns still wet with dawn, their harsh cries echoing off sandstone walls that had witnessed too many such transfers—and too few survivors. "When?" The question escaped before wisdom could stop it.
"Within the hour. Before the bazaars wake fully." Ahmad's weathered hand found his sword hilt, fingers drumming against worn leather. "Iskandar's spies grow bold. They ask questions of servants, merchants, even the sweepers who clean blood from courtyard stones."
A chill traced her spine despite the warming air. "What manner of questions?"
"The kind that suggest knives in the dark are preferable to negotiations in the light."
She set aside the pestle, her healing hands suddenly steadied by the greater trembling in her chest. Too many games played by masters she could not see, with pieces she was only beginning to understand. "His wounds require daily tending—"
"Which you shall provide. You will accompany the transfer." Ahmad's gaze fixed on something beyond her shoulder, as if meeting her eyes might crack the careful mask he wore. "The emperor's express command."
The emperor's command. Four words that sealed fates and silenced protests. Four words that had sent how many healers to their deaths alongside the patients they'd sworn to protect? "Surely a direct route—"
"Would announce our purpose to every assassin in Delhi. We go through the bazaar. Quietly. Two merchants conducting business, nothing more."
The bazaar. Where a thousand souls pressed against one another in lanes barely wide enough for oxcarts, where whispers traveled faster than arrows and every shadow might hide a blade. Where taking a wounded prince was not strategy but madness. "Captain sahib, with respect—"
"The decision is made." But his voice cracked on the final word, betraying the man beneath the soldier's façade.

In the courtyard, morning light painted everything in shades of gold and foreboding. Four guards waited beside horses that stamped and snorted, as if they too sensed the wrongness of this venture. And there, in the dappled shade of a neem tree, stood the reason for such elaborate precautions.
Prince Prithviraj.
Gone was the silk-clad warrior she'd first tended. Simple cotton kurta and peasant's turban transformed him into just another face in Delhi's multitudes—until one looked into those eyes. Dark as monsoon clouds and twice as dangerous, they held depths that spoke of kingdoms lost and vengeance deferred, but never abandoned. "Mount, Highness." The guard's tone held mockery wrapped in false deference.
But as Prithviraj approached the gray gelding, Tahmina saw what the others missed—the perfect balance, the unconscious grace that years of royal training had etched into bone and sinew. Bound hands could not disguise breeding any more than peasant's cloth could hide the bearing of kings. Their eyes met across the courtyard. Something passed between them—a recognition, perhaps. Then he was mounted, and she was climbing onto her mare, and Captain Ahmad was leading them through gates that might as well have been closing on a tomb.

Delhi's bazaar district unfolded like a living tapestry woven from commerce and desperation. Buildings leaned over narrow streets like conspirators sharing secrets, their carved balconies so close that women could pass gossip and jewelry from window to window without their feet ever touching stone. The morning air thick with cardamom and cumin, with wood smoke and human sweat, with the thousand scents of a city that never truly slept. "Stay close," Ahmad called, though his words were nearly lost in the growing cacophony. "Separated men are dead men."
They wove through streets that had known the footsteps of sultans and beggars, where silk merchants unfurled bolts that caught sunlight like captured dreams, where spice sellers built pyramids of turmeric bright as marigolds and coriander seeds dark as secrets. Tahmina had always found magic in this chaos—the haggling voices that rose and fell like music, the children who darted between horses' legs quick as sparrows, the old men who sat in doorways smoking hookahs and watching the world turn. Today, every face seemed to hide hostile intent, every shadow might conceal drawn steel.
They paused outside a cloth merchant's stall where bolts of indigo and scarlet created a cave of color. The owner, thin as a reed and twice as flexible, offered salaams that bent him nearly double. "Peace be upon you, Captain sahib. The arrangement you requested awaits your inspection."
But before Ahmad could reply, the morning shattered on a child's scream.
High-pitched, desperate, it cut through the bazaar's noise like a blade through silk. Between two stalls, a small boy lay twisted in the dust, his leg bent at an angle that made Tahmina's healer's heart clench. A cart wheel had caught him—the splintered bone was visible through torn flesh, blood soaking into earth that had absorbed too much suffering. "Hai Ram!" The boy's mother knelt beside him, her wails joining his in a duet of anguish. "Koi madad karo! Someone help!"
The crowd pressed close, then pulled back—drawn by spectacle, repelled by responsibility. Merchants calculated the cost of involvement. Customers weighed compassion against convenience. Even the beggars seemed to step away, as if misfortune might spread like plague. "We ride on," Ahmad commanded. "This is not our concern."
But Tahmina was already dismounting, her hands reaching for the medical supplies she carried. Some oaths transcended orders, some duties called louder than fear. "That child will die without aid."
"Many children die." But Ahmad's voice held no strength, only the hollow echo of duty repeated until it became meaningless.
"I swore vows—"
"You swore vows to the emperor. Not to every broken sparrow in Delhi's streets."
She looked down at the boy—seven, perhaps eight years old, his face pale with shock but his eyes still bright with stubborn life. What song might those lips sing in years to come? What love might those hands give? What healing might they offer to a world that seemed intent on bleeding itself dry? "The vows I swore were to life itself, Captain.” She knelt beside the child, her fingers already exploring the break. "I cannot walk past that light and let it die."
"You can and you will. That is a direct—"
"I heard you the first time." Her hands worked without conscious thought, splinting and binding while her heart raced. "But some commands cannot be obeyed without breaking the soul that receives them."
Behind her, she heard horses shift restlessly. Guards muttered. And then, unexpectedly, Prince Prithviraj spoke. "Let her work." His voice carried authority that made even Ahmad pause—not the hollow authority of rank, but the deeper power of a man who had learned to command through understanding rather than fear.
"You forget yourself, Highness. You are hardly in a position to give orders."
"No," Prithviraj said quietly. "But I am in a position to recognize honor when I see it. And honor, Captain sahib, is rarer than gold in times such as these."
The boy whimpered as Tahmina set the bone, her touch gentle but sure. She spoke to him in Punjabi, weaving a web of words around his pain—stories of brave warriors and magical birds, of princes who fought demons and always, always protected the innocent. "What is your name, little warrior?"
"Arjun," he whispered through tears.
"Arjun. Like the great archer. Do you know his story?" Her hands worked while her voice painted pictures of epic battles and impossible victories. "He too faced giants that seemed too large to defeat..."
The splint was set, the wound cleaned and bound. Such small acts—strips of cloth, wooden stays, gentle words. Yet they might mean the difference between a life lived and a life lost. "Dhanyawad, mata-ji," the boy's mother wept, pressing calloused palms together. "May all the gods bless your kindness."
"See that he rests. Change the dressing daily. If fever comes—"
The arrow took the wood post beside her head, its fletching quivering like an accusation. 
For a heartbeat, time crystallized—the mother's scream catching in her throat, the boy's eyes widening, Captain Ahmad's sword clearing its sheath with a sound like ripping silk. Then chaos exploded across the bazaar as more arrows rained from the rooftops like deadly monsoon drops. "Scatter!" Ahmad bellowed, but there was nowhere to run. The lane was too narrow, the crowd too dense. Merchants dove behind stalls while customers trampled over spilled goods and each other.
Another arrow punched through silk hangings. Then another, each one placed with professional precision. This was no random banditry but calculated murder, executed by men who knew their trade. "The alley!" Ahmad pointed toward a gap between buildings. "Move!"
But Prithviraj's bound hands gestured sharply toward the rooftops. "Look at the angles, Captain. They have crossfire positioned. That way lies death."
"You think I'll take tactical advice from a prisoner?"
"I think you'll take it from a man who has survived more ambushes than you've attempted." The prince's voice remained steady even as arrows whispered past his ear. "Your choice, of course. But I'd rather live to reach whatever prison awaits than die proving a point about hierarchy."
An arrow grazed Ahmad's shoulder, parting cloth and flesh with equal ease. Pain made the decision for him. "This way, then. But if you're wrong—"
"If I'm wrong, we'll be too dead to discuss it."
Tahmina swept the injured boy into her arms. His mother followed, clutching torn dupatta like prayers. Behind them, the bazaar had become a battlefield where terrified civilians paid the price for games played by powers they'd never see.
They ran through passages barely wide enough for two people, jumping over refuse and dodging hanging laundry. The arrows followed, clattering off stone and thudding into wood. Whoever commanded these archers had resources and patience—this was no spur-of-the-moment violence. "Here," Prithviraj called, indicating a gap between crumbling walls.
The passage led to a forgotten courtyard where carved elephants supported a dome that time had begun to reclaim. Weeds pushed through marble that had once reflected the laughter of children. Now it offered only shadow and momentary sanctuary.
Tahmina set the boy down gently, checking his splint while listening for pursuit. Her heart beat so hard she wondered if the attackers might hear it echoing off the old stones. "Still secure," she assured his mother. "But he needs rest and something for the pain." From her supplies, she drew a small vial of poppy extract. "One drop in water. No more."
"How can such kindness exist in a world gone mad?" the woman whispered.
Before Tahmina could answer, Prithviraj appeared beside her. In his bound hands, he held something that made her breath catch—her silver scalpel, its engraved handle catching fragments of sunlight that filtered through the ruined dome. "When did you—?"
"During the confusion. Thought you might have need of it."
She stared at the blade, beautiful and deadly as the man who offered it. "You could have cut your bonds instead."
"I could have done many things. This seemed more useful."
"Why?" The question escaped before she could stop it.
Their eyes met, and in his gaze she saw depths that made her soul tremble like a bird sensing storm winds. "Because some things matter more than personal freedom."
Her stomach fluttered, even as arrows might still be seeking her heart. When had anyone looked at her with such... recognition? As if he saw not just the healer, not just the emperor's servant, but the woman beneath?
"We cannot tarry," Ahmad interrupted, appearing with his remaining guards. Blood stained his tunic, but his voice remained steady. "They'll find us soon enough."
"Who were they?" Tahmina asked.
"Professionals. Well-funded. The question is not who they were, but who paid them—and whether this was about capturing the prince or silencing those who tend him."
The possibility hit her. She had assumed the danger was to Prithviraj, not to herself. But healers who knew too much sometimes found their knowledge had become their death warrant. "Where can we go?"
"Safe house in the old city. Iskandar's men won't look there."
"Why not?"
Ahmad's smile held no humor. "Because it belongs to Iskandar himself. Sometimes the most dangerous place becomes the safest—if one has the stomach for such irony."
As they prepared to leave the crumbling sanctuary, the boy's mother pressed something into Tahmina's palm—a small cloth packet, warm from being carried close to the heart. "Seeds," she whispered. "From my mother's village. They bloom only at night, in secret gardens where dangerous flowers grow."
Tahmina tucked the gift into her dupatta, touched by the woman's faith that there would be gardens in her future, that seeds planted in darkness might still find light. "Healing is dangerous work," Prithviraj murmured as they prepared to brave Delhi's treacherous streets once more.
"Everything worthwhile carries risk." She fingered the scalpel he'd given her—tool for healing, weapon for protection. "The question is not whether to be brave, but whether to be worthy of the chances we're given."
"And what chances have you been given, Tahmina?"
Her name on his lips sent warmth spiraling through her chest. But before she could answer, Ahmad was calling them forward, into passages that might lead to safety or to graves none of them would see dug. The safe house waited ahead—sanctuary purchased with irony, protection bought with the coin of terrible risk. And in her pocket, seeds pulsed with possibility, carrying within them the promise that even in the darkest soil, the most beautiful flowers might learn to bloom.


Chapter 5
Henna and Hidden Blades

The henna artist arrived at dawn, her presence announced by the soft rustle of her sari and the clinking of her brass bowls. She carried with her the tools of her trade: silver cones filled with henna paste, packets of dried leaves ground to a fine powder, rose water for mixing, and eucalyptus oil to darken the stains. The sweet, earthy scent of henna filled Naani Fatima's courtyard, mingling with the faint aroma of incense burning in the corner. "Such lovely hands," the artist murmured, her own fingers permanently stained orange from years of her craft. "Perfect for bridal patterns."
Tahmina sat cross-legged on a silk cushion, the fabric cool against her skin. She was surrounded by female relatives and friends, a sea of unfamiliar faces and whispered secrets. Aunties she barely knew, cousins from distant villages, all gathered to celebrate her engagement to Nawab Iskandar Mirza. The celebration was supposed to be joyous, but to Tahmina, it felt more like a funeral. The weight of their expectations pressed down on her, each congratulatory word adding to her unease.
The henna cone traced delicate patterns across Tahmina's palms, the artist's hands moving with practiced ease. Paisley shapes intertwined with lotus blooms, each line precise and deliberate. The patterns were lovely, but they were also irreversible. Tahmina stared at her hands, the sticky paste coating her skin like a second layer, binding her to a future she wasn't sure she wanted.
"What does this pattern mean?" asked Yasmin, her voice filled with the innocent curiosity of youth.
"Fertility. Long marriage. Many sons," replied the artist, her tone matter-of-fact.
The women murmured their approval, but Tahmina felt trapped. Each dried line was another chain, another shackle binding her to a life that wasn't hers to choose. "The groom's initial," announced the artist, adding elaborate letters to the design. "Hidden in the pattern as tradition demands."
An ornate 'I' appeared among the paisley curves, Iskandar's mark claiming her hands before claiming her life. The women chattered like birds in a marketplace, discussing her future as if she wasn't even present. Gold bangles clinked on Tahmina's wrists, gifts from her betrothed, each piece heavier than the last. "I need air," Tahmina said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.
"Don't move!" the artist warned. "The paste needs time to set."

She stood carefully anyway, the delicate patterns on her hands cracking slightly as she rose. Beyond the garden walls, she could hear the morning call to prayer, the same sound that had marked her days since childhood. Today it sounded like a warning, a reminder of the life she was leaving behind. "What about the medical practice?" Yasmin asked innocently when they returned. "Will you continue healing after marriage?"
Silence fell like a heavy curtain, the weight of the question hanging in the air. "That depends on her husband's wishes," Naani said diplomatically, her tone carefully neutral.
"Surely healing is too demanding for a married woman," suggested an auntie, her voice dripping with faux concern. "Children require full attention."
Tahmina bit her tongue, the words she wanted to say burning in her throat. Her medical practice wasn't something to be shared or surrendered, it was a part of who she was. But the henna paste made arguments impossible—the dried patterns would crack if she gestured too forcefully.
A commotion in the courtyard interrupted her brooding. Male voices, the jingle of harness metal, the sound of hooves against stone. Iskandar strode through the garden entrance with the confidence of a man accustomed to welcome. Behind him came two companions, well-dressed and well-armed. "Ladies," he bowed elegantly, his voice smooth as silk. "I bring news that cannot wait. The emperor wishes to accelerate our wedding plans. The ceremony will take place in three days. Not ten."
Three days. The words hit like blows, each one a reminder of the life that was closing in around her. "Three days seems rushed," Naani said carefully, her voice laced with concern.
"The emperor's wishes are not suggestions," Iskandar replied, his tone leaving no room for argument. His eyes fixed on Tahmina's henna-decorated hands. "Lovely work. The patterns suit you perfectly. Now, may I speak privately with my betrothed?" he asked, his gaze never leaving hers.
In the small sitting room, Iskandar settled onto a cushion across from her, his movements graceful. "You seem subdued," he said, his voice laced with false concern.
"Wedding preparations are exhausting," Tahmina replied.
"Indeed. Though I suspect your fatigue has other causes. Your recent adventures in the bazaar were quite exciting, I'm told."
Her blood chilled. How did he know about the attack? "The Rajput prince interests me," he said casually, as if discussing the weather. "His potential. His connections. His... usefulness."
"He's a prisoner," Tahmina said, her voice barely above a whisper.
"For now. But situations change. Today's enemy becomes tomorrow's ally," he leaned forward, his gaze intense. "After our marriage, your duties will expand. You'll have new responsibilities. The kind that serve larger purposes." He reached into his achkan, pulling out a small silk pouch. Inside was a ring—a gold band set with a single ruby, deep red, almost black. "It belonged to my mother. A symbol of new beginnings."
He slipped the ring onto her finger, the cool metal sliding into place. It fit perfectly, as if it had been made for her. "The ruby comes from Burma. Very rare. Very valuable. And very..." He paused, a smile playing on his lips. "Useful. The setting is hollow. Perfect for carrying small amounts of powder. Medicine, perhaps. Or other substances."
Her heart stopped. Other substances. Like poison. "I don't understand," she said, her voice trembling.
"You will. After we're married. After you've learned to appreciate the finer points of political necessity."
The ruby caught lamplight, gleamed like trapped blood. "Three days," he reminded her as she rose on unsteady legs. 

That evening, she washed the henna paste from her hands, the water turning murky as the paste dissolved. The patterns emerged dark red, almost purple, the color of dried blood or fresh bruises. Yasmin found her in the bathroom, staring at her reflection in the mirror. "The color came out beautifully," the girl said softly, her voice filled with awe.
"Did it?" Tahmina turned her palms toward the lamplight, the intricate designs seeming to shift and writhe like living things. "I feel marked for slaughter."
"Don't say such things," Yasmin whispered, glancing around nervously. "Walls have ears in this palace."
"Then let them listen," Tahmina's voice carried an edge of hysteria. "Perhaps someone should know what kind of man the nawab really is."
She told Yasmin about the ring, about Iskandar's veiled threats, about the hollow ruby designed for carrying death. The girl's face grew pale as moonlight. "You must tell Naani. The emperor. Someone."
"Tell them what? That my husband-to-be gave me jewelry? That he spoke of political necessity?" Tahmina laughed bitterly, the sound hollow in the small room. "They'll say I'm having wedding nerves. That I'm imagining threats where none exist."
"But the ring—"
"Is evidence of nothing except generosity. Unless I fill it with poison, it's merely an heirloom." They sat in silence, both understanding the trap's elegant construction. Iskandar had been careful, clever. Nothing he'd said could be construed as criminal. The hollow ruby could hold medicine as easily as murder. 
"There might be another way," Yasmin whispered finally, her voice barely audible.
"What way?"
"The Rajput prince. You said Iskandar mentioned him. Perhaps he knows something useful."
Tahmina's pulse quickened. She'd been trying not to think about Prithviraj, about the way he'd fought beside her in the bazaar, about the questions he'd raised regarding her future. But now... "I can't visit the dungeons. Not with the wedding so close. The guards would report it."
"The guards change shifts at midnight. I know the junior keeper—my cousin's boy. He might look away for the right price."
"It's too dangerous," Tahmina said, her voice filled with doubt.
"More dangerous than marrying a man who gives hollow rubies as wedding gifts?"
Outside, night birds called across the palace grounds, their cries echoing in the stillness. Somewhere in the distance, a tabla drummed softly, someone practicing wedding music. "If we're caught—"
"Then we deal with it then," Yasmin's young face was set with resolve. "You saved my life when I was sick with fever two winters ago. You gave me purpose when I had none. I won't abandon you now."
The loyalty in her voice nearly broke Tahmina's composure. In a world where women were traded like precious goods, where marriages were political contracts, where even healing could be weaponized, friendship remained pure. "Two hours past midnight," Tahmina said finally, her voice steady. "If you can arrange it."
"I can," Yasmin rose, then paused. "What will you ask him?"
"Everything," Tahmina replied, her voice filled with resolve. "About the attack. About Iskandar's connections. About whether escape is possible." She paused, her fingers tracing the intricate henna patterns on her palms as if they held the answers she sought. The designs felt alive under her touch, a silent reminder of the life she was being forced into. 
Yasmin nodded, her young eyes wide with a mix of fear and resolve. "I’ll make sure the guards don’t notice. But Tahmina, you must be careful. If Iskandar finds out—"
"He won’t," Tahmina interrupted, though the uncertainty in her chest betrayed her confident tone. "He’s too preoccupied with his own schemes to notice anything I’m doing. Besides, he underestimated me. That’s his mistake."
Yasmin bit her lip, glancing toward the door as if expecting someone to burst in. "I’ll meet you at the old stables at midnight. My cousin’s boy, Azhar, will be on duty. He owes me a favor."
"Good," Tahmina said, forcing a small smile. "Thank you, Yasmin. I don’t know what I’d do without you."

The girl hesitated, then reached out to squeeze Tahmina’s hand. "You’ve always been there for me. Now it’s my turn."
After Yasmin left, Tahmina sank onto the edge of her bed, her mind racing. The evening air was thick with the scent of jasmine, but it did little to soothe her nerves. She glanced at the ruby ring on her finger, its deep red gleam catching the lamplight. It felt heavy—not just in weight, but in meaning. Iskandar’s gift was a symbol, a tool, a threat. She twisted it around her finger, the hollow setting a reminder of the choices she might have to make.
For a moment, she considered removing it, hiding it away. But something stopped her. If Iskandar noticed it missing, he would grow suspicious. Better to play along for now, to let him believe she was compliant. She would need every advantage she could get.
The hours dragged by. Tahmina busied herself with small tasks—folding her clothes, rearranging her medical supplies, anything to keep her hands and mind occupied. But her thoughts kept circling back to Prithviraj. His voice, his words, the way he had fought beside her in the bazaar. He had seen her for who she truly was, not just as a pawn in someone else’s game. That was rare in her world.
When the clock finally struck midnight, Tahmina wrapped herself in a dark shawl and slipped out of her room. The palace was eerily quiet, the only sounds the distant shuffle of guards and the occasional hoot of an owl. She moved like a shadow, her footsteps silent on the stone floors. The old stables were tucked away in a corner of the palace grounds, rarely used now that the royal horses were kept in the new stables closer to the main courtyard. 
Yasmin was waiting for her, her figure barely visible in the dim moonlight. "Azhar is at the dungeon entrance," she whispered. "He’ll let you in, but you’ll have to hurry. The next guard shift arrives in less than an hour."
Tahmina nodded, her heart pounding. "Thank you, Yasmin. I’ll be quick."
The path to the dungeons was a maze of narrow corridors and hidden passages, a relic from an older, more paranoid time. Tahmina had visited the cells before, tending to the occasional prisoner who fell ill, but never under such circumstances. The air grew colder and damper as she descended, the smell of mildew and earth thick in her nostrils.
Azhar, a skinny boy with a nervous smile, was waiting at the dungeon entrance. "This way," he said, his voice trembling slightly. "But hurry. I can’t afford to get caught."
Tahmina followed him down a spiral staircase to the lower levels, where the cells were kept. The walls here were rough stone, the floor slick with moisture. The only light came from a single torch flickering on the wall, casting long shadows that danced like specters.
Prithviraj’s cell was at the far end of the corridor. He was sitting on the floor, his back against the wall, when Tahmina approached. His head snapped up at the sound of footsteps, his sharp features illuminated by the torchlight. "Tahmina Begum?" he said, his voice a mix of surprise and relief. "What are you doing here?"
"I need your help," she said, gripping the iron bars of his cell. Her voice was steady, but her hands trembled. "Iskandar has accelerated the wedding. It’s happening in three days."
Prithviraj’s eyes darkened. "Three days. That’s not much time."
"No," Tahmina agreed. "And he’s already planning my role in his schemes. He gave me this." She held up her hand, the ruby ring glinting in the dim light.
Prithviraj studied it for a moment, then let out a low whistle. "A hollow ring. Clever. He’s testing you, seeing how far you’ll go."
"That’s what I thought," Tahmina said, lowering her voice. "But I’m not going to play his game. I need to know what you know. About Iskandar. About the attack in the bazaar. About any weaknesses he might have."
Prithviraj leaned forward, his voice barely above a whisper. "Iskandar’s power comes from his alliances. He’s not just a nawab; he’s a puppet master. But even puppet masters have those who pull their strings. If you can find out who’s behind him, you might find a way to cut them loose."
Tahmina’s mind raced. "But how? He’s too careful. He doesn’t leave a trail."
"Everyone leaves a trail," Prithviraj said, his gaze intense. "You just have to know where to look. Start with his men. The ones who were with him when he came to your courtyard. They might know more than they’re letting on."
Tahmina nodded, her resolve hardening. "I’ll find a way to get to them. But what about you? Is there any chance of getting you out of here?"
Prithviraj gave her a wry smile. "I’m not exactly in a position to bargain. But if you can find a way to weaken Iskandar, it might create an opening. For both of us."
"Then that’s what I’ll do," Tahmina said, her voice filled with determination. "I won’t let him win. Not without a fight."
Prithviraj’s expression softened. "Be careful, Tahmina. Iskandar is dangerous. He won’t hesitate to destroy anyone who gets in his way."
"I know," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "But I can’t just sit back and let him control my life. I have to try."
He reached through the bars, his hand brushing hers. The contact was brief but electric, a silent promise of solidarity. "You’re stronger than you think," he said. "Don’t let him make you doubt that."

The sound of footsteps echoed down the corridor, and Tahmina pulled away, her heart racing. Azhar appeared around the corner, his face pale. "We have to go," he whispered urgently. "The next shift is coming."
Tahmina gave Prithviraj one last look, her eyes filled with purpose. "I’ll be back," she said. "I promise."
He nodded, his gaze unwavering. "I’ll be here. Waiting."
As Tahmina followed Azhar back up the stairs, her mind was already plotting her next move. There was no time to waste. Iskandar had underestimated her once, but he wouldn’t make that mistake again. She would fight, not just for her freedom, but for the life she had always dreamed of. And she wouldn’t stop until she found a way out.

Chapter 6
The Library

The sitar strings snapped during the morning raga, the sharp twang slicing through the delicate melody like a warning. Ustad Mahmud cursed in three languages, his weathered fingers probing the broken wire. His turban had come loose during his passionate performance, and he pushed back the grey hair spilled across his shoulders with a sigh. "Bad omen," he muttered. The tabla player touched his prayer beads, his voice low and solemn. "Music should not break on a wedding day."

Tahmina sat on silk cushions in the palace's music pavilion, her back straight but her spirit heavy. Marble columns rose around her, supporting a dome painted with dancing peacocks. Morning light filtered through colored glass windows, casting rainbow patterns on the floor. "Strings break when they're pulled too tight," she said softly, her voice fragile, like it too might snap under the pressure. 

Yasmin entered with a silver tray, her movements graceful and precise. Rose sherbet in crystal glasses, almond cookies shaped like lotus flowers. The girl's dupatta was perfectly arranged, not a hair out of place. "The henna has darkened nicely," she said, her eyes lingering on Tahmina's hands. "Your hands look like art."

The intricate patterns had turned deep burgundy overnight, paisley designs winding around Tahmina's fingers like elegant shackles. Iskandar's initial remained hidden among the curves, a secret claim only she could see. "Where is everyone?" Tahmina asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Final preparations," Yasmin replied. "Your grandmother is inspecting the kitchen. The aunties are arranging flowers. Captain Ahmad is checking security."

"Security for what?" Tahmina asked, though she already knew the answer. 

"The ceremony. Important guests require protection." Yasmin’s tone was matter-of-fact, but her eyes betrayed a flicker of unease.

Of course. Nawabs and merchants would attend, men with enemies, men who needed guards. Tahmina hesitated before asking the question that had been gnawing at her. "Has anyone checked on the emperor's special guest?" she asked carefully.

Yasmin's eyes darted around the pavilion, empty except for the musicians tuning their instruments. "The Rajput prince? He's been moved again." 

"Where?" Tahmina's voice was urgent now.

"I don't know. Captain Ahmad's orders." Yasmin’s voice was barely a whisper, but it carried the weight of unspoken worry.

Tahmina’s stomach churned. Prithviraj had vanished. No word about his condition. No requests for medical attention. "I should prepare for the ceremony," she said, more to herself than to Yasmin.

"The seamstress is waiting. She needs to fit your wedding clothes." Yasmin’s voice was soft, but her eyes held a world of concern.

They walked through corridors decorated for celebration. Marigold garlands hung from brackets, rose petals carpeted the marble floors. The air smelled of sandalwood incense and jasmine oil, but the sweetness of it did little to soothe Tahmina’s nerves. In her chambers, chaos reigned. Fabric merchants displayed bolts of silk, jewelers arranged necklaces on velvet cloth, perfume makers tested different combinations of attar. The head seamstress, tiny but fierce, her measuring tape draped around her neck like a weapon, greeted Tahmina with a sharp, "Finally! We have much work."

The wedding lehenga lay spread across the bed, heavy red silk embroidered with gold thread, tiny pearls forming flower patterns along the borders. The skirt alone probably weighed twenty pounds. "Arms up," the seamstress commanded.

Tahmina submitted to the fitting, the pin pricks and chalk marks a small price to pay for the constant adjustments. The blouse pinched her ribs, the dupatta's weight strained her neck. "Lovely," an auntie clapped her hands. "Like a princess from the old stories."

"Princesses in old stories usually died tragically," Tahmina murmured, her voice barely audible.

"Don't say such things!" the auntie scolded. "Marriage is beginning, not ending." 

But endings and beginnings often looked the same, Tahmina thought. Death and birth both involved blood and crying.

A commotion outside interrupted the fitting. Horses, shouting, the sound of many people arriving at once. "What's happening?" the seamstress asked, her voice tinged with annoyance.

Yasmin peered through the jali screen. "A caravan. Very elaborate. Persian banners."

"More wedding guests," the auntie nodded approvingly. "The nawab sahib knows important people."

Through the stonework, Tahmina glimpsed the courtyard. Camels loaded with treasure chests, horses with silver bridles, men in turbans that cost more than most families earned in years. But something felt wrong. Too many weapons, too much urgency in their movements. "I need air," Tahmina said, her voice tight.

"The fitting isn't finished," protested the seamstress.

"Five minutes. Please." Tahmina escaped to the small balcony outside her room, the cool breeze a momentary relief. The view included the prison courtyard, usually empty except for guards. Today it bustled with activity. Soldiers moved equipment, officers barked orders, Captain Ahmad stood in the center, gesturing at a map.

"Yasmin," Tahmina called softly.

The girl appeared instantly. "Yes, bibi?"

"What do you see in the prison yard?"

Yasmin squinted through the afternoon haze. "Men working. Building something."

"Building what?"

"Looks like... a cage? With wheels?"

A transport cage. For moving dangerous prisoners. The kind with iron bars and heavy locks. Tahmina's blood turned cold. They were preparing to move Prithviraj. But where? And why now?

"Bibi?" Yasmin touched her arm gently. "You've gone pale."

"I'm fine. Just wedding nerves," Tahmina lied.

"Of course. Everyone gets nervous before marriage."

But this wasn't nervousness. This was dread. Pure and simple. Tahmina returned to the fitting room, submitting to more pinning and measuring. She let the women chatter about jewelry and hairstyles, all while her mind raced. Where would they take Prithviraj? Why the secrecy? What did it have to do with her wedding?

"Finished," the seamstress declared, packing up her supplies. "Tomorrow you'll look like an empress."

"Thank you," Tahmina murmured, her mind elsewhere.

The women folded fabrics, collected pins and thread. Soon the room was quiet again. Tahmina sat on her bed beside the heavy wedding clothes, the red silk catching lamplight like trapped fire. Lovely. Expensive. Binding.

A soft knock interrupted her brooding.

"Come in." 

Captain Ahmad entered, his expression neutral, the face of a man delivering unpleasant news. "The emperor wants to see you."

"Now?" Tahmina asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Now."

She wrapped a simple dupatta around her shoulders and followed Ahmad through corridors filled with wedding preparations. Servants hung silk banners, cooks prepared feast dishes. The palace hummed with celebration, but something underneath felt rotten. Like fruit lovely on the outside but spoiled within.

The emperor's private chambers were cooler than the rest of the palace, thick walls blocking the heat. Persian carpets covered marble floors, brass lamps cast gentle light on painted miniatures. The emperor sat on silk cushions beside a low table, his afternoon kurta simple white cotton, but rubies glittered in his turban. Power disguised as simplicity.

"Tahmina. Sit." 

She settled on a cushion across from him, her hands folded in her lap. The emperor looked older than she remembered, greyer, more fragile.

"Your wedding preparations go well?" he asked, his voice calm but probing.

"Yes, Badshah. Thank you for your generosity."

"Iskandar is fortunate. Beauty and intelligence combined. Rare in any woman."

"You honor me," Tahmina replied, her voice steady but her heart racing.

"I also trust you," the emperor said, the words heavy with meaning.

"Of course, Badshah," Tahmina replied, her mind racing.

"Good. Because I have a task. A delicate matter."

Here it comes, she thought. The real reason for this meeting.

"The Rajput prince has become... problematic," the emperor said, his voice low and deliberate.

"In what way?" Tahmina asked, though she dreaded the answer.

"Escape attempts. Influence on other prisoners. Whispers of rescue plans."

"I see," Tahmina replied, her voice careful.

"Do you? Because his behavior changed after your medical visits," the emperor said, his eyes piercing.

Heat rose in her cheeks. "I only treated his wounds," she said, her voice steady but her heart pounding.

"Of course. But healing sometimes creates... bonds. Patients grow attached to their physicians," the emperor said, his voice smooth but insidious.

"The prince is grateful for proper treatment. Nothing more," Tahmina replied, her voice firm.

"Perhaps. But gratitude can become dangerous. Especially in desperate men," the emperor said, sipping mint tea from a delicate cup.

"Tomorrow he travels to Gwalior. Permanently," the emperor continued, his words like a death sentence.

"Gwalior?" Tahmina asked, her voice barely a whisper.

"A fortress prison. More secure. Less... accessible," the emperor said, the word 'accessible' stabbing through her chest.

"I understand," Tahmina replied, though her heart ached.

"Do you? Because tonight offers his last opportunity for proper medical care. His wounds might worsen during transport," the emperor said, his meaning clear.

She nodded, the emperor's meaning clear. One final visit. The words hung in the air like a storm cloud, heavy and foreboding. Tahmina rose, her movements deliberate despite the turmoil churning inside her. She adjusted her dupatta, the fabric brushing against her hennaed hands, the patterns now a deep, almost bloody red. The emperor’s gaze followed her, sharp and calculating, as if he could see the thoughts she was trying to bury. 

"Ensure he receives the care he needs," the emperor said, his tone final. "But remember, your loyalty lies here."

"Of course, Badshah," Tahmina replied, her voice steady, though her throat felt tight. She bowed her head, a gesture of respect that also allowed her to hide the conflict etched across her face. 

Captain Ahmad waited outside the emperor’s chambers, his expression unreadable. "This way," he said, leading her down a narrow staircase that spiraled into the depths of the palace. The air grew colder, the scent of damp stone replacing the perfumed luxury above. 

The dungeon was a labyrinth of shadows, the flickering torchlight casting eerie shapes on the walls. The echoes of their footsteps sounded like whispers, as if the stones themselves were conspiring. Tahmina’s heart pounded louder with each step. She clutched the hem of her dupatta, the coarse fabric grounding her in the moment. 

They stopped at a heavy iron door, rusted but sturdy. Ahmad nodded to the guard, who unlocked it with a clang that reverberated down the corridor. The door creaked open, revealing a small, dimly lit cell. Prithviraj sat on a thin mat, his back against the wall, his face turned toward the flickering light of a single oil lamp. His wounds had healed somewhat, but there was a weariness in his posture that spoke of something deeper—hopelessness, perhaps, or defiance. 

Tahmina stepped inside, the guard closing the door behind her. The sound of the lock clicking into place made her flinch. 

"Tahmina," Prithviraj said, his voice low but steady. He stood, wincing slightly as he adjusted to his injuries. "You’ve come to bid me farewell?"

She hesitated, her eyes scanning his face for a sign, anything that might tell her what to say. "I’ve come to tend to your wounds," she replied, her voice softer than she intended. 

He chuckled dryly, the sound bitter. "You’re a skilled healer, but even you can’t mend what’s broken here," he said, tapping his chest where his heart would be. 

"Don’t say that," Tahmina said, her voice firmer now. She knelt, opening the small satchel she’d brought, the familiar act of preparing her tools giving her a semblance of control. "You’re stronger than this."

"Am I?" Prithviraj asked, his tone laced with a mix of resentment and resignation. "Or am I just another pawn in your emperor’s game?"

Tahmina froze, her hands hovering over the bandages. "And what if you are?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "Does that mean you stop fighting?"

Prithviraj’s eyes locked onto hers, a flicker of something—hope, anger, she couldn’t tell—passing through them. "Sometimes, fighting feels futile," he admitted. 

"Then don’t fight for the game," Tahmina said, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her. "Fight for yourself. For what you believe in."

He studied her for a long moment, the silence stretching between them like a taut string. "And what about you?" he asked. "What do you believe in?"

The question caught her off guard. She looked down at her hands, the henna patterns swirling like vines around her fingers. "I believe in life," she said finally, her voice firm. "In healing. In doing what’s right, even when it’s hard."

Prithviraj exhaled, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. "You’re a rare one, Tahmina Begum," he said, his tone softer now. 

She began to dress his wounds, her hands moving with practiced precision. The silence between them was heavy but not uncomfortable. When she finished, she handed him a small vial of herbs. "For the pain," she said. "And don’t lose hope."

Prithviraj took the vial, his fingers brushing against hers briefly. "Hope is a dangerous thing," he said, his voice tinged with irony. 

"But necessary," Tahmina countered. She hesitated before adding, "They’re moving you to Gwalior. Tonight."

He nodded, his expression grim but unsurprised. "I expected as much." 

Tahmina stood, the weight of her next words pressing on her chest. "Be careful," she said, her voice barely audible. 

"I will," Prithviraj replied, his eyes holding hers. "And you... be brave." 

She turned, the guard unlocking the door as she stepped out. The sound of the lock clicking back into place felt final, like the closing of a chapter. Captain Ahmad was waiting, his expression as unreadable as ever. 

"To your chambers?" he asked, though it wasn’t really a question. 

Tahmina nodded, her mind already racing. The seeds of a plan—small but defiant—had begun to take root. She would do what she could, even if it meant risking everything. The wedding, the empire, her future—none of it mattered as much as doing what was right. 

The corridors seemed longer as they walked back, the weight of her thoughts slowing her steps. The palace buzzed with preparations, the scent of incense and flowers thick in the air. But for Tahmina, the sweetness of it all felt hollow. As she reached her chambers, Yasmin was waiting, her eyes wide with concern. "Bibi, you look pale," she said, stepping forward to take her hands. 

"I’m fine," Tahmina lied, forcing a smile. "Just tired." 

Yasmin didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t press. "Rest, then. Tomorrow is a big day." 

"Yes," Tahmina murmured, though her thoughts were far from the wedding. 

She sat by the window, staring out at the prison courtyard. The transport cage stood ready, its iron bars gleaming in the moonlight. She tightened her grip on the edge of her dupatta, her resolve solidifying. She wouldn’t let fear dictate her choices. 

Not anymore.

Chapter 7
Moon Garden

The prison courtyard smelled of iron and fear. 
Dust motes swirled in the dying light, catching fragments of sunset that bled through the barred windows. Stone walls wept moisture in the evening heat, and somewhere in the distance, a peacock cried its haunting call. 
Captain Ahmad unlocked the heavy wooden door. His keys jangled against his belt like temple bells. Behind him, two guards gripped their spears, knuckles white against the wooden shafts. Their eyes darted between shadows as if expecting attack from every corner. "Ten minutes. No more." Ahmad's voice cut through the thick air.
Tahmina nodded. Her medical bag felt heavier than usual, glass vials clinking against each other with each step. She'd packed extra supplies. Bandages. Medicines. Things a man might need during a long journey—or a short escape.
The cell was darker than before. A single oil lamp flickered in an iron bracket, casting dancing shadows across walls scarred with prisoners' marks. Scratches counting days. Names of forgotten wives. Prayers to gods who didn't answer. The air tasted of stale sweat and dying hope. Prince Prithviraj sat against the far wall, his back straight despite the chains. His wrists bore fresh rope burns, raw flesh weeping clear fluid. The cotton clothes they'd given him were torn in new places. Someone had been rough during the transfer preparations.
"You look like a man who's seen better days," she said in Rajasthani, her voice barely above a whisper.
"I've had worse mornings." His tone carried dry humor despite the pain etched around his eyes.
"Let me see your arms."
He extended his hands. The rope burns went deep, angry red wounds that spoke of struggling. Without treatment, infection would follow. Then fever. Then the slow death that came to forgotten prisoners. "They're moving you tomorrow." She began cleaning the wounds with gulab jal. The rose water ran pink with blood and dirt.
"So the rats tell me."
"To Gwalior fortress. It's a hard journey. Five days by cart over mountain roads."
"I won't survive it. We both know that." His voice held no self-pity, only cold assessment.
"You will if you're treated properly."
She worked in silence, applying turmeric paste to prevent infection. The yellow mixture would slow the rot. Her fingers moved with efficiency, but her mind raced with plans half-formed and desperate. 
"You know what Gwalior means," he said quietly, watching her face.
"It means better security. Stronger walls."
"It means death. Slow death in a cage no bigger than a grave." His eyes held hers. "They don't send princes there to keep them comfortable." Silence hung between them for a long moment. Gwalior fortress was where inconvenient prisoners disappeared. Where political problems solved themselves through neglect and despair. She'd heard the stories whispered in palace corridors. Men who entered alive and left as dust.
"There might be another way." She leaned closer, her dupatta brushing against his shoulder.
"What way?"
"The transport leaves at dawn. But the preparations tonight... they create opportunities."
"You're talking about escape." His voice dropped to barely a breath.
"I'm talking about medical necessity. Moving a patient too soon can kill them."
"And helping a prisoner escape can kill you."
She wrapped clean bandages around his wrists, her fingers brushing his pulse point. His heartbeat was strong, steady. The pulse of a man ready to fight for freedom. "The moon garden has three exits," she said quietly. "The main gate faces the palace. The side gate leads to the stables. The back gate opens onto the Delhi road."
"You've studied it carefully."
"I study everything carefully." She pressed a small vial into his palm. "Concentrated poppy juice. Enough to make a man sleep deeply. Or make guards careless."
A sound outside made them both freeze. Footsteps on stone. Coming closer. "Time," called Ahmad from the doorway. Tahmina  packed her supplies quickly, every movement deliberate. When she rose, her eyes met Prithviraj's. A silent promise passed between them. 
"His wounds are clean," she told Ahmad as they left the cell. "He should survive the journey."
"Good. The emperor wants him delivered healthy."
The door slammed shut. Iron bolts scraped into place. But the sound felt different now. Less final. Like the closing of one door before another opened. The prison courtyard had settled into evening rhythms. Guards walked their circuits, spears glinting in the lamplight. Laughter floated from servants' quarters, the air smelling of woodsmoke.
"What's your assessment?" Ahmad asked as they walked.
"He's strong. The wounds will heal. Transport shouldn't be a problem."
"Excellent. The emperor will be pleased."
But Ahmad's tone suggested suspicion. His dark eyes studied her face, looking for cracks in her composure. Signs of deception. They reached the main courtyard where wedding preparations continued. Servants hung marigold garlands from pillars, their yellow blooms bright against the darkening stone. Cooks tested spices in the outdoor kitchens, and the air carried scents of cardamom and cinnamon. Everything prepared for a celebration that felt like a funeral. "Get some rest," Ahmad advised. "Tomorrow is your wedding day."
"I know."
"Marriage to Iskandar Mirza is an honor. Many women would envy your position."
"Many women would be welcome to it."
Ahmad stopped walking. "Careful. Such words border on ingratitude."
"Forgive me. Wedding nerves."
"Of course. It passes." But as she walked to her chambers, Tahmina felt wide awake. Alert. The evening air tasted of possibility and danger. Her room had been transformed for the wedding. Clothes lay displayed on silk sheets. Gold jewelry glittered in brass trays. Rose petals carpeted the floor. Everything prepared for a bride's transformation. 
She regretted not being able to say her goodbyes to Yasmin, but total secrecy was the safest route in a palace full of whispers and spies. She changed into dark clothes. Simple cotton that would blend with shadows. Soft leather shoes that made no sound on marble floors. From her medical supplies, she selected essentials, holding up the silver scalpel Prithviraj had given her. It caught the moonlight like captured starfire.
The palace settled into midnight rhythms. Guards walked their routes with tired steps. Most people slept. The perfect time for desperate acts. Tahmina slipped through corridors decorated for celebration. Silk banners hung like bright ghosts in the darkness. Rose garlands released perfume that followed her like accusations. 
The moon garden lay silver-washed under star-filled sky. Four raised beds formed a perfect cross. Night-blooming jasmine covered wooden trellises, filling the air with sweetness. At the side gate, two guards lounged against pillars. Their spears rested against walls. Wine cups sat empty beside them, evidence of a long shift. "Salaam aleikum," she called softly.
They straightened, recognized her, bowed respectfully.
"Lady Tahmina. You're abroad late."
"Couldn't sleep. Wedding excitement." She offered silver cups. "I brought refreshments. Sherbet with cardamom. For men working late shifts."
They accepted gratefully. Night duty was thirsty work. "Very kind, lady."
"Drink deeply. The night is long."
Within minutes, they were snoring against the pillars. The poppy juice had worked perfectly. She took their keys, unlocked the side gate. It opened silently on well-oiled hinges. Beyond lay the stable courtyard where horses dozed in their stalls. Everything needed for a midnight ride. The prison building squatted in the darkness like a sleeping beast. 
She waited in the shadows, counting steps, timing patterns. When the moment came, she moved like flowing water. The guard outside Prithviraj's cell was young, nervous. His hand shook as he gripped his spear. "Peace be upon you," she said, appearing beside him.
He jumped, nearly dropped his weapon.
"Lady Tahmina! You startled me."
"Forgive me. The emperor sent me. Final medical check before transport."
"But Captain Ahmad said—"
"The emperor's wishes supersede Captain Ahmad's orders."
The guard hesitated, then fumbled with his keys. Inside, Prithviraj sat exactly where she'd left him. But his eyes were alert, ready. "How do you feel?" she asked loud enough for the guard to hear.
"Better. Much better."
She knelt beside him, pretending to examine his bandages while her fingers worked at the ropes binding his wrists. The hemp fell away like dead skin. "The guard?" he whispered.
"Outside. Nervous but cooperative."
"Gates?"
"The side gate is open. Horses are ready."
He flexed his fingers, testing his range of motion. Freedom felt strange after weeks of restraint. "What about the cheetahs?" he asked.
Her blood chilled. She'd forgotten about the emperor's hunting cats that prowled the palace grounds at night. Faster than horses. Deadlier than soldiers. "We'll have to risk it."
"Or create a distraction."
He looked at the glow of the oil lamps from the corridor. "Fire spreads quickly in dry season," he said.
"You want to burn down the prison?"
"Just enough to draw attention away from our escape route." It was madness. But madness sometimes succeeded where careful plans failed. He rose to his feet like a great cat and slipped out of the door. The young guard’s body thumped to the stone floor a moment later, Prithviraj walking back in with a lit oil torch. 
He touched the flame to straw bedding in the corner. The dry material caught instantly, smoke beginning to rise. "Now we run."
First they dragged the young guard’s body down the corridor to safety. "Fire!" Prithviraj shouted. "Fire in the cells!"
Chaos erupted. Guards ran from all directions. Bells began ringing. Servants appeared with water buckets. The distraction was perfect. They reached the moon garden as shouts echoed behind them. The side gate stood open. Freedom lay just beyond.
But as they approached the stable courtyard, golden eyes appeared in the darkness. Two cheetahs prowled between them and the horses. The emperor's hunting cats moved like liquid death, their spotted coats gleaming in moonlight. "Don't run," Prithviraj whispered. "They chase fleeing prey."
"Then what do we do?"
"Fight."
He picked up a fallen tree branch. Thick as a man's arm. Long enough to keep claws at distance. The first cheetah crouched low, muscles bunched for the spring. Its tail twitched like an angry snake. "Get behind me," Prithviraj hissed.
The cat leaped. Eighty pounds of fury and claws. Prithviraj met it with the branch. Wood cracked against skull. The cheetah tumbled away, stunned but not dead. 
That's when the whip cracked.
The braided leather caught Prithviraj across his back. He stumbled, nearly fell. The branch slipped from his hands. Captain Ahmad emerged from the shadows, his weathered face showing grim satisfaction. Behind him came six guards with drawn swords. "Did you really think it would be that easy?" Ahmad shouted.
The cheetahs sensed his authority. They padded to his side like oversized house cats, their golden eyes never leaving the trapped fugitives. "Run," Prithviraj told her. "I'll hold them."
"No."
"This isn't your fight."
"Yes it is."
She stepped beside him, drew the silver scalpel, its blade gleamed in her hand. Ahmad laughed. "A surgeon's knife against us? You're brave, but foolish."
"Maybe. But I'm fast."
The wind began rising. Dust swirled in tiny whirlwinds. The air tasted of approaching storm. "Surrender," Ahmad ordered. "The emperor might show mercy."
"The emperor's mercy comes with chains," Prithviraj replied.
"Then you choose death."
"I choose freedom."
The sandstorm hit like the wrath of desert gods. Wind roared through the courtyard. Dust thick as curtains blocked vision. The air became unbreathable, choking, blinding. "Now!" Prithviraj grabbed her hand.
They ran through the storm, sand scouring their faces. Behind them, men shouted commands that the wind devoured. The horses were terrified, rearing and plunging in their stalls. But Prithviraj had a way with animals; his voice calming them. "This one," he said. A black mare with intelligent eyes. "She's strong. Fast."
They mounted, Tahmina behind him, her arms around his waist. She could feel blood soaking his shirt where the whip had struck. "Hold tight," he warned.
They burst from the stable into the raging storm. The wind was their ally now, concealing them, confusing their pursuers. Behind them, the palace burned with torchlight and alarm bells.
They rode through streets empty of people. Past shuttered shops and sleeping houses. The horse's hooves rang against cobblestones like war drums. At the Delhi gate, guards huddled in shelters. The storm drove them to cover. No challenge came as two riders passed like ghosts in the night.
Beyond the city walls, the road stretched dark and endless. Empty. Dangerous.
They rode until the storm passed. Until Delhi's lights faded behind them. Until they were alone with the stars and possibility. Finally, Prithviraj pulled the horse to a stop. They sat in silence, listening to their own heartbeats. To the mare's labored breathing. To the night sounds of a world suddenly changed. "What now?" she asked, unsure how to imagine a life without unsaid barriers.
"Now we disappear."
"Where?"
"Somewhere they can't follow. Somewhere we can be free."
Free. The word tasted strange. Sweet. 
Terrifying.
Chapter 8
Dawn Among Ruins

The abandoned caravanserai rose from the scrubland like a stone prayer half-forgotten by the gods. Dawn painted its crumbling walls rose-gold, the color of old blood mixed with desert sand. Broken archways framed courtyards where thorny kikar trees had split the ancient stones, their roots drinking from cracks that time had widened into wounds. The air carried the faint scent of wild jasmine, mingling with the earthy aroma of damp stone and dry grass. It was a place suspended between past and present, as if the caravanserai itself held its breath, waiting for the footsteps of travelers who would never return.

Wild peacocks strutted through chambers that had once sheltered thousands of travelers, their iridescent feathers catching the light like shards of a forgotten mosaic. Their cries echoed off walls where merchants had counted coins and pilgrims had whispered prayers. Now, only lizards basked on the warm stones, and beetles made their homes in the empty water troughs. The silence was heavy, broken only by the occasional rustle of wings or the distant call of a jackal. "Here," Prithviraj’s voice broke the stillness, raw from dust and sleepless hours. He surveyed the ruins with the wary eyes of a man who had learned to trust nothing, not even the sanctuary of forgotten places.

They had ridden through the night, following roads that led away from Delhi, away from pursuit, away from everything that had once promised safety. The black mare moved beneath them with the heavy grace of exhaustion, her dark coat slick with sweat that steamed in the cool morning air. The night had been a blur of shadows and whispers, the moon a pale sentinel guiding their flight. Tahmina slid from the horse first, her legs trembling, stiff from hours gripping the saddle. The cotton salwar kameez she had chosen for escape hung torn in three places, the pale blue fabric now gray with dust. Everything tasted of sand and fear, the grit of it clinging to her skin, her teeth, her thoughts. "The wounds on your back..." she began, her voice soft but insistent.

"They’ll wait," he interrupted, dismounting slowly, one hand pressed to his ribs. Blood had seeped through his shirt, spreading in dark flowers across the white cotton. His breath came shallow, controlled, as though each inhalation was a calculated risk. "This place first. Safe or not."

The caravanserai’s main courtyard stretched wider than the emperor’s throne room, its grandeur still evident despite the decay. Pillars supported galleries where travelers had once unrolled their bedding under stars, the air thick with the scent of spices and the murmur of languages from distant lands. The carved capitals showed lotus flowers and dancing figures, their faces worn smooth by centuries of monsoon rains. Prithviraj studied the empty arcades with a practiced eye. "Traders don’t come here anymore," he said, his tone matter-of-fact. "Too close to bandit country."

"Perfect, then," Tahmina replied, following him toward what had been the stable block. Her words were steady, but her gaze darted to every shadow, every movement in the ruined landscape. "The forgotten places are where we belong now." Her voice carried a quiet resolve, the kind forged in the heat of recent choices and the weight of their consequences.

Iron rings for tethering horses still hung from stone brackets, silent reminders of the caravanserai’s bustling past. Mangers lined the walls like open mouths, waiting to be fed. The roof had collapsed in sections, letting morning light stream through gaps in the red clay tiles. Dust motes danced in the golden shafts, caught in a timeless waltz. "Water first," she said, her practical nature surfacing despite the chaos. "For her, for us."

A well occupied the courtyard’s center, its stone rim worn smooth by countless hands. The wooden bucket had rotted away decades ago, but Prithviraj found rope among the ruins. He tore a piece from his sleeve, his movements quick and efficient, and fashioned a makeshift container. The water came up clear and cold, sweet with the taste of underground springs that had never known the sun. The mare drank deeply, her sides heaving as if in gratitude. She had run hard through the night, deserved rest and safety and whatever grass these ruins could provide.

"There’s grazing beyond those walls," Prithviraj said, watching the horse nuzzle the empty manger. His voice was calm, but his eyes scanned the horizon, ever vigilant. "She’ll find what she needs."

"And us?" Tahmina asked, her tone light but her eyes serious.

"I’ll forage. After you tend these cuts," he replied, turning his back to her. The torn shirt revealed four parallel gashes where the whip had found its mark. Blood had dried in dark rivers down his spine, a stark contrast to the warmth of his skin.

"Sit," she instructed, pulling her medical bag from their small bundle of possessions. Her voice carried the authority of a healer, softened by the tenderness in her touch. "Infection kills more men than swords do."

"It can—"

"Now, Prithviraj," she interrupted, her tone brooking no argument.

He settled on a broken pillar, marble carved with lotus patterns. Beautiful workmanship from some forgotten king’s golden age. She knelt beside him, pulling out rose water and clean bandages, turmeric paste mixed with honey. The familiar tools of healing felt strange in this place of abandonment, as though the caravanserai itself watched her with ancient, curious eyes. "This will hurt," she warned, her voice low.

"Everything hurts now," he replied, his tone resigned but not bitter.

She poured rose water over the wounds, the liquid cool against his heated skin. He didn’t cry out, but his hands clenched into fists. The muscles of his back went rigid under her touch, a testament to the pain he endured silently. "The whip was well-aimed," she observed, cleaning away dried blood and bits of fabric. Her voice was clinical, but her eyes betrayed her concern. "Deep enough to punish, not deep enough to cripple."

"Ahmad knows his craft," Prithviraj said, his voice tight with controlled anger. "He hurts without killing."

"Unless he wants to kill," Tahmina added, her frown deepening. She recalled the captain’s cold efficiency, the calculated cruelty that had marked their escape. "Then he uses poison. Or a blade in the dark."

The wounds were clean, no signs of infection yet. She spread turmeric paste over each gash, the yellow mixture bright against his skin. It would speed healing, give his body time to repair itself. As she worked, the silence between them grew heavy with unspoken questions. "You could have stayed," he said quietly, his voice barely above a whisper. "Hidden in the palace. Claimed you knew nothing."

"Could I?" she countered, her hands pausing for a moment before resuming their work. "Ahmad saw everything. The emperor would have known."

Prithviraj gave her a searching look, his dark eyes piercing. "So you chose this. Exile. Running."

"I chose you," she replied, the words falling between them like stones dropped in still water. Her hands circled his chest as she wrapped the bandages, feeling the steady rhythm of his breathing. His skin was warm, solid, alive. Real in a way that palace life had never been.

"Why?" His voice was barely a whisper now, the vulnerability in it catching her off guard.

"Why what?"

"Why me? You barely know me."

"I know enough," she answered, her tone firm but not unkind. She finished the bandaging and sat back on her heels, studying his face. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes held a question she wasn’t sure she could answer. "Do you? I’m a defeated prince. A failed warrior. A man with no kingdom, no future."

"You’re a man who protects healers from cheetahs," she replied, her lips curving into a faint smile. The memory of their escape flashed in her mind—his swift action, the way he had shielded her without hesitation. "That’s practical."

"Sometimes practical is the most romantic thing of all," she added, her voice softening. They were close enough to share breath, to count heartbeats. Close enough to feel dangerous.

He didn’t respond, but his gaze lingered on hers, the unspoken words hanging in the air between them. The sun climbed higher, its heat building in the courtyard. Lizards emerged to bask on warm stones, their tiny bodies soaking in the warmth. Somewhere in the ruins, a jackal barked—wild and free, a sound that seemed to echo their own precarious freedom. "We need food," Prithviraj said, standing carefully. His voice was practical now, the moment of vulnerability tucked away. "Wild fruits. Roots. Whatever these lands provide."

"I’ll tend the horse. Check her hooves," Tahmina replied, her tone matching his practicality. They worked separately, but awareness hummed between them like silk threads pulled taut. She found herself watching his movements, the careful way he favored his injured back, the grace that survived pain and exhaustion.

He returned with papayas and green mangoes, wild berries wrapped in large leaves. Simple fare compared to palace feasts, but it tasted wonderful, the sweetness of the fruit a stark contrast to the bitterness of their circumstances. "Sweet," she said, biting into a mango, the juice running down her fingers.

"Hunger makes everything taste better," he replied, his tone wry but his eyes softening as he watched her.

"So does choosing for yourself," she countered, her words carrying the weight of conviction. She licked the mango juice from her fingers, her gaze steady on his. "Even if it means leaving behind everything you’ve ever known."

Prithviraj studied her, his expression unreadable but his eyes sharp, as if he were trying to decipher a map written in a language he didn’t yet understand. "Choosing for yourself can also mean losing everything," he said quietly, his voice low but firm. "Freedom comes at a cost, Tahmina. You’ve seen it now."

She nodded, her fingers brushing over the torn edge of her salwar. "I’ve seen it. But I’ve also seen what happens when you don’t choose. When you let others decide your path. That’s a kind of death too, isn’t it?"

He didn’t answer immediately, his gaze drifting to the horizon where the sun climbed higher, its heat beginning to press against the ruins. The air shimmered faintly, distorting the scrubland beyond the caravanserai walls. "Perhaps," he finally admitted. "But the road ahead isn’t kind to those who have nothing."

"We have each other," she said simply, the words hanging in the air between them like a fragile promise. 

He glanced at her, his eyes softening for a moment before he turned away. "That might not be enough," he murmured, more to himself than to her. "Not against what’s coming."

Tahmina stood, brushing the dust from her knees. "Enough or not, it’s what we have. And I’d rather face the unknown with you than spend the rest of my life wondering what could have been."

Prithviraj let out a low breath, almost a laugh, but there was no humor in it. "You have a way of making the impossible sound reasonable," he said, his tone wry. "Even when it’s not."

"Is it impossible?" she asked, her voice light but her eyes serious. "Or is it just harder than we’re used to?"

He didn’t respond, his attention shifting back to the ruins around them. The caravanserai seemed to hold its breath, its ancient stones whispering secrets of travelers long gone. "We’ll need to move soon," he said after a moment, his voice practical once more. "This place offers shelter, but it’s not safe for long. Ahmad will send scouts, and bandits won’t hesitate to take advantage of two weary travelers."

Tahmina nodded, her practical nature surfacing again. "We’ll need supplies. More than just fruit and water. Clothing, tools, something to trade if we encounter anyone."

He looked her over, his gaze lingering on the torn edges of her salwar. "You’ll need something less obvious too. Women traveling alone—or even with a man—draw attention. Especially in these lands."

She raised an eyebrow. "Do you have a suggestion?"

He hesitated, then nodded. "There’s a village a day’s ride from here. Neutral territory. They won’t ask questions if we’re careful. We can find what we need there."

Tahmina considered this, her mind already racing with possibilities. "A village means people. People mean risk."

"Risk is unavoidable now," he replied, his voice steady. "But we’re better off with allies than without them."

She met his gaze, the unspoken understanding passing between them. "Allies or not, we’ll need a plan. Ahmad won’t stop searching, and the emperor’s reach is long."

Prithviraj’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. "We’ll find a way. We always do."

The sun climbed higher, its light falling through the broken roof of the stable block. Lizards darted across the warm stones, their movements quick and purposeful. Tahmina watched them for a moment, then turned back to Prithviraj. "Rest first," she said, her tone firm. "You’re still wounded, and we’ll need our strength for what’s ahead."

He didn’t argue, sinking down onto a pile of clean straw she had gathered for him. His movements were slow, careful, but his eyes remained alert, scanning the ruins as if expecting danger to emerge at any moment.

Tahmina knelt beside him, her fingers brushing against the bandages she had wrapped around his chest. "You’re not alone in this," she said softly, her voice carrying the weight of her promise. "No matter what happens, we’re in this together."

Prithviraj looked at her, the vulnerability in his eyes stark against the harshness of their circumstances. "You have a habit of surprising me," he said, his voice quiet. "Even when I think I know what to expect."

She smiled faintly, her hand resting on his for a moment. "Then I’ll keep surprising you," she replied. "As long as you keep protecting me from cheetahs."

A faint smile tugged at the corner of his lips, the first she had seen since their escape. "Deal," he said, his voice low but firm.

For a moment, the ruins around them seemed to fade, the weight of their predicament lifting just enough to let them breathe. The sun warmed their skin, and the scent of wild jasmine carried on the breeze. Somewhere in the distance, a jackal barked, its cry echoing across the barren landscape. 

They sat in silence, the unspoken bond between them growing stronger with each passing moment. The road ahead was uncertain, fraught with danger and unknown challenges. But for now, in the shelter of the caravanserai’s ancient walls, they had each other—and that was enough to keep moving forward.The road climbed gradually. Scrubland gave way to rocky slopes dotted with pine trees. The air grew cleaner, scented with resin and mountain flowers. A hawk circled overhead, riding the thermals with motionless wings. 

By midday they could see Delhi's smoke on the southern horizon—a dark smudge against blue sky. The city where she had been born, where she had learned healing, where she had almost become another man's property.
The horse climbed steadily, her hooves finding purchase on loose stones. Her breathing stayed even despite the grade. A true mountain horse disguised as a palace mount. Around them, the world grew wild. Raw. Beautiful in ways that palace gardens never achieved. This was India before empires, before roads and taxes and arranged marriages. This was the country their ancestors had known—fierce, free, uncompromising.
"Look," Prithviraj pointed ahead. A valley opened between mountain ridges. Green meadows surrounded a silver stream that caught the afternoon light. Wildflowers carpeted the slopes in yellow and red. 
Snow-capped peaks formed a protective wall against the sky. "Paradise," Tahmina breathed.
"Close enough."
They descended into sanctuary. The stream ran clear and cold over smooth stones. Wild mint grew along its banks. Fish darted in the shallows like living jewels. "Tonight we rest," Prithviraj said. "Tomorrow we become mountain people."
The sun set behind western peaks, painting the sky in shades of rose and gold. Stars appeared in the crystal-clear air and a crescent moon rose like a silver smile.
The world stretched before them.


Chapter 9
The Weight of Freedom

The mountain temple clung to the cliff face like a puja, its weathered stone steps worn smooth by decades of pilgrims seeking solace. The air was thin, bitingly cold, and carried the faint scent of pine from the forests far below. Prayer wheels hung silent on rusted chains, their mantras trapped in metal throats, while the wind whispered through broken temple bells, a mournful song that seemed to echo the weight of their journey. The world stretched out before them, vast and untamed, a tapestry of green shadows and jagged peaks painted on the horizon.

Inside the main hall, the air was damp and heavy with the scent of old incense. Bronze monks sat in eternal meditation, their serene faces marred by time—fingers broken, eyes stolen by looters. Prayer flags, once vibrant in red, blue, yellow, green, and white, now hung in faded strips, their colors muted like the hope that lingered in this forgotten sanctuary. "Safe?" Tahmina asked, her voice soft but edged with the weariness of their flight.

Prithviraj tested a wooden beam with his shoulder, the timber groaning but holding firm. "Safer than the roads," he said, his tone steady despite the fatigue lining his face. "The roof will keep us dry. These walls have weathered worse storms than us." They had climbed for three days, through air so thin each breath felt measured, their black mare picking her way up paths that clung to the rock faces like desperate fingers. Behind them, Iskandar’s pursuit had vanished into the maze of valleys and false trails, his men unable to follow where horses refused to tread.

"Water?" Tahmina asked, her gaze drifting toward the temple’s shadowed corners.

"Spring behind the temple," Prithviraj replied, gesturing toward the back chambers. "Fed by snowmelt. Clean enough."

"Food?"

"Wild garlic grows in the crevices. Mountain onions too. Enough for us to stay alive." 

Alive. 

The word carried more weight now than simple breath. It meant choosing each dawn to continue the fight, to push forward when every muscle ached and every step felt like a gamble. The temple’s main chamber stretched wider than it appeared from outside, its vaulted ceiling painted with faded lotus flowers, their petals still beautiful despite the passage of time. Pillars rose like ancient stone trees, their surfaces worn smooth by centuries of weather and whispered prayers. 

"Buddhist monks built this," Prithviraj said, his voice carrying a note of reverence. "Before the Muslim invasions. Before the Rajput wars. Before the world learned to bleed."

"Where did they go?" Tahmina asked, her fingers tracing the outline of a carved lotus on a pillar.

"Left. Died. Became something else," he replied, his tone softening as he touched the same lotus. "Like everything."

Like us, she thought, the words unspoken but heavy between them.

In one corner, clay jars sat sealed with wax, their contents a lifeline of barley flour, dried vegetables, and salt wrapped in cloth. Provisions left by pilgrims or hermits or other souls seeking sanctuary. "Weeks of food," she said, her voice tinged with relief.

"If we’re careful," Prithviraj cautioned.

"If no one else comes looking for shelter," she added, her gaze flickering toward the entrance. This place felt too perfect, too convenient. Hidden temples drew desperate people, and not all of them were kind.

They made camp in the monks’ old quarters, cells with wooden sleeping platforms and narrow windows that looked out over valleys dropping into blue distance. The view was magnificent, the kind of vista that made the heart ache with its beauty, but it was also defensible, a small comfort in their precarious existence. "Your back needs tending," Tahmina said, her tone brooking no argument.

"It’s healing fine," Prithviraj replied, though his words lacked conviction.

"Let me see."

With reluctance, he pulled off his torn shirt, revealing the whip marks that had closed but remained angry red lines across his brown skin. Scars in the making. She touched the wounds with gentle fingers, her touch as steady as it was tender. "No infection. Good color. You’ll bear marks, but nothing permanent."

"Scars don’t matter," he said, his voice low.

"They tell stories," she replied, her gaze meeting his. "This one says you stood between danger and someone you loved."

"This one says I was too slow to dodge a whip," he quipped, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

"That too," she conceded, her own smile faint but present.

Prithviraj caught her hand, holding it against his chest where his heart beat steady and strong beneath her palm. "What are we doing here?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Hiding. Healing. Learning to breathe again," she replied, her words simple but heavy with meaning.

"And after?"

"I don’t know."

"Neither do I."

The honesty frightened her. All her life, other people had made plans—parents, teachers, the emperor, Iskandar. Someone always knew the next step, the proper path, the correct choice. Now, they carved their own way, day by day, breath by breath. "Are you afraid?" she asked, her voice soft but steady.

"Of dying? No," he replied without hesitation. "But of failing? Of letting everything we’ve fought for slip through our fingers? Yes."

She nodded, her grip on his hand tightening slightly. "Then we’ll keep moving. We’ll find a way."

They ate barley bread and wild garlic as the sun died behind the western peaks, the temperature dropping fast at this height. Soon, they would need fire for warmth as well as light. "I’ll gather wood," Prithviraj said, rising to his feet with a grunt.

"I’ll check the mare," Tahmina replied, her steps carrying her toward the temple’s small stable. The black mare was tired but healthy, her breathing even despite the thin air. Mountain breeding showed in her sturdy legs and deep chest, and Tahmina knew the mare would adapt faster than her riders.

When she returned, smoke rose from the temple’s fire pit, the orange light dancing against the ancient walls. Prithviraj had found dry wood to last the night, the fire crackling with warmth and the faint scent of pine. "The monks knew their craft," he said, poking the fire with a stick. "Good ventilation. Smoke rises without choking us."

"How do you know about temples?" Tahmina asked, settling beside him.

"My mother was devout," he replied, his gaze fixed on the flames. "She took me to Buddhist monasteries, Hindu shrines, even Sufi lodges. Said wisdom wore many faces."

"Your father allowed this?"

"He tolerated it. Until war made tolerance impossible."

"When did everything become about war?" she asked, her voice tinged with bitterness.

"The day someone decided their way was the only way worth living," he replied, his tone heavy with the weight of experience.

The fire crackled between them, pine sap popping and hissing in the flames. Outside, the wind moaned through broken prayer wheels, its sound lonely and haunting, yet almost lovely. "Tell me more about her," Tahmina said, her voice soft.

"My mother?" he asked, watching sparks rise like tiny stars. "She laughed more than anyone I knew. Even during bad times. Even when Father was away fighting. Said laughter was prayer wearing a different face."

"She sounds wonderful."

"She was."

"How old were you when she died?"

"Fifteen. Old enough to understand death. Too young to accept it."

"I was twelve when bandits took my parents," Tahmina said, her voice steady but her eyes distant. "Grandmother said Allah needed them more than I did."

"Did that help?"

"No. Nothing helped. Except learning to heal others. Medicine gave me purpose."

"And now?"

"Now I’m not sure what my purpose is."

"Maybe purpose is what we choose," he said, his voice thoughtful. "Not what we inherit."

The idea felt radical, yet comforting. Meaning as decision rather than destiny. Purpose carved from choice instead of birth. "What would you choose?" she asked, her gaze meeting his.

"I’d choose to protect people I care about," he replied without hesitation. "To build instead of destroy. To leave the world better than I found it."

"That’s a good purpose."

"What about you?"

"To heal. To ease suffering wherever I find it."

"Also good."

"Then why does it feel insufficient?"

"Because we want our lives to matter," he said, his voice gentle but firm. "We want to know our lives create ripples that spread beyond our sight."

A sound outside made them both freeze, the faint crunch of footsteps on stone careful and deliberate. Someone was climbing the temple steps. "How many?" she whispered, her hand instinctively reaching for her silver scalpel.

"One. I think," Prithviraj replied, moving silently to the window. He peered down through the darkness lit only by stars. "Small person. Wrapped in rough wool. Moving slowly."
"Friend or enemy?"

"Unknown."

He picked up the broken sword hilt, its blade long gone but the hilt better than empty hands. Tahmina gripped her scalpel, her breath steady despite the tension coiling in her chest. The footsteps stopped outside the entrance, and a voice called softly. "Peace be upon those who seek shelter." The words were Hindi, but the accent was strange, foreign.

"And upon you, peace," Prithviraj replied, the traditional response safe for believers and nonbelievers alike. He motioned for Tahmina to stay close but silent, his grip tightening on the broken sword hilt. The firelight cast long shadows on the temple walls, and the flames flickered as if sensing the tension in the air. The wind outside had stilled, leaving an eerie silence broken only by the faint crackling of the fire.

The figure at the entrance stepped forward cautiously, their woolen cloak dragging on the stone floor. They were small, hunched, and wrapped in layers of roughspun fabric that obscured their features. A gloved hand pushed back the hood, revealing a weathered face with deep-set eyes that gleamed in the firelight. The stranger was an old woman, her hair silver and tied in a loose braid, her skin creased like the bark of an ancient tree. A thin scar ran down her left cheek, pale against her sun-darkened skin.


"Forgive my intrusion," the woman said, her voice raspy but gentle. "The mountains are unkind to those who wander alone. I saw the fire and hoped to share its warmth for the night."

Prithviraj studied her carefully, noting the way she carried herself—no weapons visible, no threat in her posture. Yet he did not lower the hilt. These were dangerous times, and trust was a luxury they could ill afford. "You are far from any village, grandmother. What brings you here?"

The woman shuffled closer, her steps slow but steady. "The same as you, perhaps. Seeking shelter from the storm. Only, the storm I flee is not of the skies but of men." Her eyes flickered toward Tahmina, then back to Prithviraj. "I mean no harm. I am but a traveler, like you."

Tahmina stepped forward, her silver scalpel hidden in the folds of her sleeve. "What is your name, grandmother?"

"Kamala," the woman replied, her voice soft. "I was a healer once, in a village far from here. But war drove me out, as it has driven many." She gestured toward the fire. "May I sit? The climb has left me weary."

Prithviraj nodded, though his wariness did not fade. "Sit, but keep your hands where we can see them."

Kamala chuckled, a dry sound that carried no malice. "You are cautious. A wise trait in these times." She settled by the fire, her hands resting on her knees, palms open. "You are Prithviraj, are you not? The prince who defied the emperor?"
His grip on the hilt tightened. "And if I am?"

The old woman smiled faintly. "Then you are a man of principle. And you," she turned to Tahmina, "must be the healer who risked everything to save him. Tahmina, yes?"

Tahmina's heart quickened, but her expression remained calm. "How do you know of us?"

"Word spreads faster than fire in these mountains," Kamala replied. "Your escape has made you both legends and targets. But I am not here to harm you. I am here because I have something you need."

Prithviraj’s eyes narrowed. "And what is that?"

"Knowledge," she said simply. "The emperor’s men are not the only ones hunting you. There is a bounty on your heads, large enough to tempt even the most reluctant. But there is also a network of those who believe in your cause. They call themselves the Lotus Circle. They can offer you shelter, protection, and a chance to fight back."

"And why should we trust you?" Tahmina asked, her voice steady but laced with suspicion.

Kamala leaned forward, her gaze intense. "Because I have nothing left to lose. Because I once stood where you stand now, running from shadows, fearing every step. Because I know what it is to see the world burn and want to rebuild it, even if it costs everything."

The fire crackled, its light dancing across the temple walls. Prithviraj exchanged a glance with Tahmina, his expression unreadable but his heart heavy with the weight of her words. Trust was a fragile thing, easily broken, but in this moment, it was all they had.

"Tell us more," Prithviraj said finally, lowering the sword hilt but not releasing it. "But know this—if you betray us, the mountains will bear witness to your fate."

Kamala nodded, her expression solemn. "Fair enough. Let me begin with the Lotus Circle, and how they can help you stay one step ahead of your enemies."

As the woman began to speak, the wind picked up outside, its mournful song weaving through the broken prayer wheels. The firelight cast long shadows on the ancient walls, and for the first time in weeks, a flicker of hope burned brighter than the flames.The fire burned down to coals. Red embers glowed like tiny hearts in the darkness. Outside, snow began falling. Silent. Lovely. Covering their tracks and washing the world clean. In the thin air and profound silence, freedom felt both infinite and impossible.
Like all the best dreams.


Chapter 10
Caravanserai of Whispers

The caravanserai wasn’t a deserted ruin like the last one, two weeks previous. It  rose from morning mist like a fortress, granite walls climbing thirty feet into pale sky, their iron-studded gates welcoming the endless stream of merchants and pilgrims who fed the Silk Road's appetite for movement. Above the entrance, stone eagles spread wings in eternal flight, their carved feathers catching dawn's first light—a reminder that even stone could hold the memory of freedom.
"Built to last," Kamala said, pulling her woolen hood against the mountain chill, her eyes sweeping the battlements. Three days of goat paths had brought them down from the temple, each step taking them closer to the dangerous lowlands where Iskandar's gold could buy eyes and ears.
The black mare snorted, her breath visible in the thin air. Tahmina stroked the animal's neck, feeling the tension in corded muscle. Even horses could sense when sanctuary might be trap. The mare had carried them faithfully down treacherous mountain paths, her sure footing the difference between safe passage and a fatal fall into mist-shrouded gorges below.
The courtyard buzzed with life—merchants checking silk bales while servants watered camels at stone troughs worn smooth by centuries of use, children darting between adults like quick fish through reeds, their laughter mixing with the calls of vendors hawking everything from Tibetan turquoise to Chinese porcelain. Smoke rose from cooking fires, carrying the scent of mutton curry and cardamom tea brewing in copper pots large enough to bathe in. The familiar chaos of the Silk Road—a hundred languages creating a symphony of commerce and survival.
Yet beneath the surface normalcy, Tahmina sensed something wrong. Perhaps it was the way certain travelers avoided eye contact, or how conversations died when strangers approached. The paranoia of their situation made every innocent gesture suspect, every friendly smile potentially lethal.
Her attention fixed on a weathered man approaching them, his silver-threaded beard and fine cotton clothes suggesting prosperity earned through service. Everything about him—from his measured gait to the way his eyes assessed without seeming to stare—someone who'd survived through intelligence rather than sword-work. "I am Hakim Shah, master of this caravanserai," he said with fluid grace, his bow precisely calculated to show respect without subservience. "You seek shelter?"
"And food," Kamala replied, her own bow matching his exactly—a subtle dance of mutual evaluation. "Plus fodder for our animals."
His smile reached tired eyes, but Tahmina noticed how his gaze lingered on their travel-stained clothes, the quality of their weapons, the way they positioned themselves to watch all approaches. A careful man, reading careful people.
"Two silver coins per night, meals included. Though..." His gaze settled on Tahmina's leather satchel, noting the distinctive patterns that marked it as a physician's kit. "My guests occasionally need skilled medical attention. Word travels fast in small communities—we remember who brings healing and who brings harm."
Tahmina studied his face, noting the lines of worry deeper than normal care could carve. "What troubles you?"
"My daughter. Three days of fever, and the local hakeem has exhausted his remedies. She speaks to shadows now, as if the dead walk among us."
Something cold settled in Tahmina's stomach. "Other symptoms?"
"Stomach pain. Vomiting. Dark spots spreading across her skin like ink beneath flesh."
Blood poisoning. Or worse. Tahmina's medical training stirred with dread. "I should examine her."
"Name your price."
"Healing serves God. Lead me to her."
The girl's room lay dim behind heavy curtains, oil lamps flickering across walls painted with climbing roses—artwork that spoke of happier times, when a father's greatest worry was choosing pigments bright enough to match his daughter's laughter. The air was thick with the scent of illness and the peculiar staleness that clung to sickrooms, no matter how many windows stood open to mountain breezes.
Amara was perhaps sixteen, her beauty obvious even through illness—large eyes in a delicate face, long black hair spread across embroidered pillows like spilled ink. But the dark spots on her arms were unmistakable. Hemorrhages under the skin, spreading in the distinctive pattern Tahmina had seen only once before. In Delhi. The merchant's daughter who lingered three days before...
She pushed the memory away. That girl had died because Tahmina had been too young, too inexperienced to recognize the signs quickly enough. She wouldn't make the same mistake twice. Classic signs of systemic poisoning.
Tahmina knelt beside the bed, feeling the girl's pulse. Rapid. Irregular. The rhythm of a heart struggling against toxins. "When did this start?" she asked Hakim Shah and his wife, Fatima, who hovered nearby with red-rimmed eyes.
"Four days ago. After the evening meal," Fatima answered. "Same food as everyone else."
"Water source?"
"Our well. Same as always."
But Tahmina's mind was already racing ahead, cataloguing symptoms against the vast library of medical knowledge her father had drilled into her memory. The spots formed a pattern she'd seen before, in his texts and once, terribly, in person. Each hemorrhage told a story—of toxins overwhelming the body's defenses, of blood vessels weakening under chemical assault, of organs beginning their slow surrender to poison. "The spots are spreading in a specific pattern," she said carefully, her voice steady despite the cold certainty growing in her chest. "Temperature dangerously high. Someone introduced toxins into her system."
Prithviraj stepped closer, his hand instinctively moving toward his concealed blade. In their world, poison meant enemies with resources, patience, and deadly intent—far more dangerous than bandits who struck with honest steel. 
"Poisoned?" Hakim Shah's voice sharpened. "You're certain?"
"The symptoms don't lie." Tahmina met his eyes. "This is deliberate. Someone sending a message—or practicing their craft."
Fatima gasped. "Who would harm an innocent child?"
Someone testing poison delivery, Tahmina thought but didn't say. Your daughter was chosen because she was accessible. Isolated.
"Can you save her?" Hakim Shah asked.
"I need to identify the specific toxin. Based on the progression..." Tahmina calculated grimly. "Twelve hours. Maybe less."
"After that?"
"After that, the damage becomes permanent."
The weight of those words settled over the room. Twelve hours to solve a puzzle written in a dying girl's blood. "This well of yours," Tahmina said. "Who can access it?"
"Everyone. We never restrict water."
"Any strangers recently? Before she fell ill?"
Hakim Shah frowned. "A merchant arrived three days ago. Persian accent. Very interested in our water, claimed he was writing a travel guide. Asked detailed questions about food preparation."
"Description?"
"Middle-aged. Well-dressed. Called himself Mirza something."
Tahmina's blood chilled. "When did he leave?"
"The morning my daughter fell ill."
Perfect timing. Introduce the poison, disappear before symptoms appear.
"We need to search her room," Tahmina said. "Everything she used personally—water pitcher, eating bowls, drinking cups."
They worked methodically through Amara's possessions. Prithviraj tested the well water with a silver coin while Kamala questioned servants about the mysterious merchant. It was Tahmina who found it—a small brass cup tucked behind silk cushions. Delicate engraving decorated its surface, flowers and birds in flowing patterns. She lifted it to her nose and inhaled. "Bitter almonds. Faint but distinct."
"Poison?" Prithviraj asked.
"Arsenic compounds often carry that scent." She turned the cup in her hands, studying its craftsmanship. "Enough to cause everything we're seeing."
Hakim Shah examined the vessel. "Never seen it before. Not part of our service."
"Someone brought it specifically for your daughter," Kamala said grimly. "The question is why."
But Tahmina was already moving, her mind shifting into the focused clarity her father had taught her. First, save the patient. Questions can wait for the living. "I need supplies," she said. "Charcoal from the kitchen. Clay from the potter's shop. Specific herbs."
While Prithviraj gathered materials, Tahmina prepared her treatments with the methodical precision her father had demanded. Each measurement precise, each combination tested against her mental pharmacology catalogue. 
Ground charcoal would absorb remaining toxins—activated by careful heating, then cooled to preserve its porous structure. Clay mixture would protect the damaged stomach lining—specific clay from the Indus valley, mixed with ghee in proportions passed down through generations of healers. Herbal teas would support failing organs—combinations that had saved lives when Persian masters still learned from Greek physicians, who'd learned from Egyptian priests.
Medicine is memory, he'd told her during long nights in their Delhi clinic. Each generation passes knowledge to the next. We are links in an unbroken chain stretching back to the first human who discovered that certain leaves could heal, certain roots could harm. Never forget—when you treat a patient, you carry the wisdom of every healer who came before.
The memory steadied her hands as she worked. Her father might be dead, killed by Iskandar's soldiers for refusing to poison a rival merchant, but his knowledge lived on in her fingers, her mind, her understanding of how life and death balanced on a knife's edge of chemistry and timing. "Drink this," she whispered, lifting Amara's head. The bitter medicine trickled down the girl's throat—salvation measured in drops.
"Will it work?" Fatima asked.
"We'll know in hours, not days."
They settled in to wait, but Tahmina's mind wouldn't rest, circling the implications like a hawk studying its prey. The brass cup sat on the window ledge, evidence of attempted murder—but also proof that their enemies were growing bolder, more sophisticated.
The caravanserai's evening sounds drifted through the shutters—merchants haggling over final trades, servants banking cooking fires, guards beginning their night patrols. Normal sounds of a world that didn't know how close death had come, how easily sanctuary could become trap. "The timing bothers me," she said quietly to Prithviraj, who stood silhouetted against the window. "This feels like... rehearsal."
Kamala looked up from where she sat beside Fatima, offering the kind of wordless comfort she'd learned in too many sickrooms. "Rehearsal for what?"
"Unknown. But poisoners rarely work alone. If this was practice, what's the performance? Who merits such elaborate preparation?" Tahmina touched the brass cup again, its metal cool against her fingertips. "Someone wanted to test whether their methods work, whether they can strike without being detected. A child in a remote caravanserai makes the perfect subject."
The girl stirred on her cushions. Her breathing deepened slightly. Color began returning to pale cheeks. "Early signs look promising," Tahmina said. "But we need twenty-four hours to be certain."
"And the person who did this?" Hakim Shah asked.
"Gone. But not forgotten. Poisoners leave patterns." She picked up the brass cup again, weighing its implications. "Eventually, those patterns reveal themselves."
Prithviraj moved to the window, studying the courtyard with suspicious eyes. "You think Iskandar arranged this?"
"Someone connected to him. The method is too sophisticated for local bandits." Tahmina met his gaze. "A warning, perhaps. Or a test—to see if we're clever enough to recognize poison, skilled enough to counter it."
"And if we aren't?"
"Then we die quietly. Two more travelers who succumbed to mysterious illness." The brass cup remained in her hands, silent testimony to enemies who struck from shadows. Who tested and waited and planned.
Who would certainly try again.
But for now, the girl lived. Her pulse strengthened with each hour, the irregular flutter smoothing into the steady rhythm of recovery. The dark spots began to fade as Tahmina's treatments purged poison from her system, hemorrhages reabsorbing as blood vessels regained their integrity. By sunset, Amara's fever had broken, her skin cool and damp with healthy sweat. By midnight, she opened her eyes and recognized her parents—the first coherent moment she'd had in days. "Water," she whispered, her voice cracked but clear.
Fatima wept as she held a cup to her daughter's lips, tears of gratitude falling like rain after drought. Hakim Shah stood behind his wife, one hand on her shoulder, his merchant's composure finally cracking to reveal the desperate father beneath.
"The worst is past," Tahmina said as dawn light crept through the windows, painting the room in shades of gold and rose. "She'll recover fully. The toxin is purged, the organs protected. In a few days, she'll be strong enough to ride."
Across the room, Prithviraj relaxed visibly. Even Kamala allowed herself a rare smile, the expression transforming her weathered features into something almost gentle. Hakim Shah gripped her hands. "You've given me back my daughter's life. Name any reward."
"Information," Tahmina said simply. "About the merchant. About anyone else who might have shown unusual interest in your family." Because this wasn't over. The brass cup proved that. Somewhere in the vast network of the Silk Road, enemies moved with purpose and patience. Their shadows stretched long across the trade routes, unseen but felt, like a chill wind before a storm. Tahmina knew this wasn’t the end. The brass cup in her hand was a warning—a test of her skill, a reminder that they were being watched. Someone was out there, calculating, waiting for the right moment to strike again. 
But for today, a girl lived.
Prithviraj stood by the window, his eyes scanning the courtyard below. The caravanserai bustled with its usual rhythm—merchants bartering, children laughing, camels groaning under their burdens. Yet his hand never strayed far from the hilt of his dagger. He turned to Tahmina, his voice low. “This isn’t random. Whoever did this, they wanted us to see it. To know they could get this close.”
Tahmina nodded, her fingers tracing the intricate patterns on the brass cup. “It’s a message. A rehearsal, like I said. They’re testing their methods, seeing how we react.” She glanced at Amara, who now slept peacefully, her breathing steady and her skin warm with the flush of life. “If they’re bold enough to poison a child in her own home, they’re bold enough for anything.”
Kamala, seated on a low bench near the door, leaned forward. Her sharp eyes never missed a detail, and her voice carried the gravity of someone who had seen too much. “We need to find this merchant. Mirza. He’s the key. If he’s working for Iskandar or someone else, he’s the thread we need to pull.”
Hakim Shah stepped forward, his face pale but resolute. “I’ll have my men search every corner of this caravanserai. If that man left any trace, we’ll find it.” His voice wavered slightly, the weight of nearly losing his daughter still heavy on his shoulders. “But you said he left the morning Amara fell ill. He could be anywhere by now.”
“True,” Tahmina admitted, setting the cup down on a nearby table. “But poisoners are creatures of habit. They leave patterns, like footprints in the sand. We just need to find the right one.”
The room fell silent, the weight of their predicament settling over them like a thick fog. Prithviraj broke the silence, his voice steady but edged with urgency. “We can’t stay here long. If they’re watching, they’ll know we’re onto them. We need to move, and move quickly.”
Tahmina agreed. “But we can’t leave Amara. Not yet. She’s stable, but she’s not out of danger. Another day or two, and she’ll be strong enough.” She turned to Hakim Shah. “In the meantime, we need to know everything you can tell us about this Mirza. His accent, his mannerisms, even the smallest detail could help.”
Hakim Shah nodded, his merchant’s mind already working to recall every detail. “He was well-dressed, as I said. His Persian accent was polished, like he’d been educated in Isfahan or Shiraz. But there was something… off. His eyes. They were too calm, too calculating. Like he was always measuring, always assessing.”
Kamala’s gaze sharpened. “Did he mention where he was going next? Any destinations or plans?”
Hakim Shah shook his head. “No specifics. He said he was compiling a travel guide for Persian merchants. But now that I think about it, he asked more about our defenses—how many guards we had, where the watchtowers were located. At the time, I thought nothing of it. But now…”
“Now it’s clear he was scouting,” Prithviraj finished, his tone grim. “Learning the lay of the land for a future attack.”
Tahmina’s mind raced, piecing together the fragments of information. “This wasn’t just about Amara. It was about the caravanserai itself. If they can infiltrate a place like this, with its walls and guards, they can infiltrate anywhere. Including the caravan we’re supposed to join.”
The implications hung heavy in the air. If their enemies were this organized, this bold, nowhere was truly safe. Prithviraj stepped away from the window, his expression dark. “We’re not just running anymore. We’re being hunted. And they’re not just hunting us—they’re testing us. Seeing how far they can push before we break.”
Kamala stood, her movements deliberate, like a predator preparing to strike. “Then we need to push back. Harder than they expect. They think we’re just fugitives, desperate and cornered. Let’s show them we’re not.”
Tahmina felt a flicker of resolve ignite within her. She had spent so long running, hiding, trying to outpace the shadows that chased them. But now, faced with the cold reality of poison creeping into their sanctuary, she knew they couldn’t keep running forever. It was time to fight back—not just for themselves, but for the innocent lives caught in the crossfire.
“We stay for one more day,” she said, her voice firm. “Amara needs that much time. After that, we leave. But not as fugitives. As hunters. We find this Mirza, and through him, we find whoever sent him.”
Prithviraj’s lips curled into a grim smile. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He crossed the room to stand beside her, his presence a silent promise of protection. “We’ll need allies. People who can move unnoticed, who know the terrain better than we do.”
Kamala nodded. “I know a few. But we’ll need to be careful. Trust is a rare commodity on the Silk Road.”
The three of them began to plan, their voices low but determined. Outside, the caravanserai’s gates creaked open to admit a new group of travelers—a caravan of merchants, their camels laden with silks and spices. Among them, unseen and unnoticed, a single figure lingered in the shadows, his eyes scanning the courtyard.
The game had changed. The stakes were higher. But for today, a girl lived. And for today, that was enough.

Chapter 11
Roads To Nowhere

Dawn brought riders on the horizon.
Six horsemen silhouetted against the rising sun, too distant to identify but close enough to worry. They moved with purpose across the valley floor, heading straight for the caravanserai. "Time to leave," Prithviraj said, folding the brass cup into cloth—evidence they couldn't abandon.
Tahmina examined Amara one final time. The girl's breathing was steady, color returned to her cheeks, the dark spots faded to mere shadows.  Begum Fatima whispered, "thanks to your medicine."
"Keep her drinking water—small amounts, frequently. And this herbal tea twice daily." Tahmina pressed a small pouch into the woman's hands. 
"What if the sickness returns?"
"It won't. The poison is neutralized, but watch for weakness. Her body needs time to recover fully."
Hakim Shah pressed a leather pouch into Tahmina's hands, his weathered fingers trembling slightly. "Payment for services. And discretion."
"I told you—"
"Take it. You saved my daughter's life. Gold cannot repay that debt, but it might help you survive what's coming." His eyes held the weight of a father's gratitude mixed with genuine fear. "Whoever poisoned Amara will learn she lived. They'll know someone countered their work."
The weight surprised her—more silver than she'd carried in years. Enough to buy horses, supplies, safe passage through hostile territory. Or enough to make them targets for bandits. "Thank you," she said, securing the pouch beneath her robes.
"Be careful. Poison rarely fails by accident. Someone wanted to test their methods on my daughter." His voice carried the cold fury of paternal protection. "They'll try again."
"We know."
They gathered possessions swiftly—medical supplies, road food, water skins filled from the tested well. Everything needed for rapid departure, nothing that would slow their escape.
The black mare waited in the stable courtyard, rested and ready. Kamala had vanished during the night without explanation or farewell, disappearing like morning mist. "She left this," the stable master said, handing over folded paper. "Said you'd understand."
Prithviraj opened it to reveal a crude map drawn in charcoal—mountain passes marked with symbols, routes highlighted in different colors. "Safe paths and dangerous ones," Tahmina observed.
"How do you know?"
"Red marks death, green means sanctuary, yellow warns of patrols. My father taught me trail maps could save lives."
"Or end them if you choose wrong."
The approaching riders were closer now, details becoming visible—armed men on fresh horses. "Mughal scouts?" she asked.
"Or bounty hunters. Either way, we don't want introductions."
Behind them, Hakim Shah stood in the gateway, preparing to play innocent host to dangerous guests. "Will he betray us?" Tahmina asked as they mounted.
"He might not have choice. Gold and threats break most loyalties."
"But not all?"
"Some bonds run deeper—love, honor, debt."
"Which category are we?"
"All three, I hope."
They followed Kamala's map north, away from main trading routes into country marked green for safety. The path wound through pine forests that smelled of resin and rain, climbing steadily past terraced fields where farmers worked with wooden plows. Normal life continuing despite wars and betrayals—the eternal rhythm of planting and harvest that outlasted dynasties. "Why did Kamala help us?" Tahmina asked after an hour of silence.
"Maybe she recognized fellow fugitives."
"Or maybe she had other motives. Our enemies would pay well for intelligence about our movements."
"You don't trust anyone."
"I trust you."
"After only these few weeks?"
"Yes. You protected me when you could have fled."
"Where would I go? I'm as hunted as you are."
"You could have surrendered, claimed I forced your help."
"Could I? And spend life knowing I'd abandoned someone who healed me?" His voice made her chest tighten. "Some choices leave permanent scars on the soul."
A village appeared ahead—houses clustered around a central square, smoke rising from cooking fires, children playing in dusty streets. "Stop here?" she asked.
"Too visible. Villages gossip, news travels." He studied a mass of darkening clouds above distant peaks. "Besides, storm's coming. Weather changes fast at this altitude."
"Good or bad for us?"
"Depends. Storms hide fugitives but kill travelers without shelter." The first drops fell as they entered the next valley—cold, heavy, promising worse. By the time they reached the stone bridge marked on Kamala's map, rain fell in sheets.
"Can you see the pilgrim house?" she called through the deluge.
"There!" Prithviraj pointed toward a building carved into the mountainside, prayer flags whipping frantically in the wind.
They approached the heavy wooden door, and Prithviraj called out, "Hello the house!"
The door opened to reveal an elderly monk—bald head, simple robes, calm eyes that seemed to catalogue everything important at a glance. "Peace, travelers. You seek shelter from the storm?"
"Gratefully, venerable sir."
"Enter then. I am Brother Tenzin, keeper of this refuge." His voice carried the cadence of one accustomed to welcoming strangers. "Bring your horse—the stable is dry and warm." Inside, braziers burned yak dung mixed with aromatic herbs. Prayer wheels lined the walls, each revolution releasing whispered mantras into perfumed air.
"Tea?" Brother Tenzin asked, bustling toward a kitchen alcove. "Butter tea, made with yak milk. Very nourishing for high-altitude travel." As he prepared refreshments, Tahmina studied their host. His movements were economical, practiced, but she noticed calluses on his hands that seemed more consistent with weapons training than religious devotion.
"You travel far?" the monk asked, returning with steaming cups.
"Far enough," Prithviraj replied carefully.
"All travel is pilgrimage, but some pilgrims carry heavier burdens." Brother Tenzin's eyes held depth that seemed inconsistent with simple hospitality. "Guilt, fear, love that feels forbidden. The heart struggles with desires logic cannot resolve."
The words struck too close to truth. This monk saw deeper than his appearance suggested. "When right action conflicts with survival, what does one choose?" Tahmina found herself asking.
"Ah, the eternal question. Do we serve dharma or self-preservation?" He sipped his tea thoughtfully. "Many answers exist—none perfect. Each soul must decide based on circumstances and conscience."
"And when those circumstances involve others' lives?"
"Then the choice becomes more complex, but also more important. Easy decisions rarely require courage."
Outside, rain hammered shutters while wind moaned through the eaves. "You'll stay tonight?" Brother Tenzin asked.
"If we may."
"Of course. But I should warn you—other travelers may arrive. Storms drive many to seek shelter, and this house welcomes everyone."
Including, possibly, their pursuers. "We appreciate the warning," Prithviraj said.
"Truth serves everyone better than false comfort." The monk's expression grew serious. "Though sometimes truth carries its own dangers."
Their quarters were simple—sleeping platforms, woolen blankets, small windows showing only swirling snow. As they settled in, the storm intensified. "A trap?" Tahmina asked quietly.
"Unknown. He seems genuine, but genuine people can be manipulated."
"What's our plan?"
"Stay alert. Rest when possible. Leave at first light if we can."
"And if our enemies arrive tonight?"
"Then we discover how far Brother Tenzin's hospitality extends."
They ate simple fare—barley soup, dried yak meat, cheese made from mountain goats. Plain food, but nourishing fuel for whatever challenges waited. As evening deepened, Prithviraj spoke quietly. "Tahmina, whatever happens tomorrow, these days with you have been the best of my life."
Her eyes searched his face. Handsome indeed. "Really? Why so?"
"Because for the first time, I'm choosing my own path. Not following my father's expectations or serving politicsy. Just choosing what feels right."
"And this feels right?"
"You feel right. Us feels right. Everything else is just complications."
Outside, something crashed in the storm. Then another sound—deliberate, rhythmic. Boot steps crunching through snow. "Company," Prithviraj whispered, moving to the window.
Multiple figures approached through the blizzard, their movement coordinated. Armed men advancing with military precision. "How many?" Tahmina asked, gathering their possessions.
"Six. Maybe seven. Same number we saw at dawn."
They'd been tracked across mountain passes, through forests and valleys, to this remote sanctuary. Their pursuers were either extraordinarily skilled or had information about their route. Information that could only have come from Kamala's map.
A heavy knock echoed through the pilgrim house, followed by Brother Tenzin's voice welcoming new guests. Moments later, boots stomped across wooden floors as men shed wet cloaks and settled by the fire. Tahmina and Prithviraj pressed against their door, listening to muffled conversation from the main hall. Words in Persian, questions about travelers, descriptions that matched their appearances too closely for comfort.
Then Brother Tenzin's voice, calm and steady: "Two pilgrims arrived yeasterday, seeking shelter from the storm. They left at dawn."
"We would search this place anyway."
"In the morning, perhaps?” 
Silence stretched like a held breath. Then chair legs scraped against stone as men rose to their feet. "Brother Tenzin," Tahmina whispered, "just became either our salvation or our executioner."
The footsteps stopped outside their door. A heavy pause, then a sharp knock.  
Prithviraj motioned for Tahmina to stay behind him, his hand resting on the hilt of his dagger. The knock came again, impatient.  
Before they could respond, Brother Tenzin’s voice cut through the tension. "The storm has worsened and there are—strangers approaching outside. I thought you may want to know."  
Boots clattered away down the hallway. 
Prithviraj exhaled slowly and opened the door.  
The monk stood there, his face serene, but his eyes flickered toward the main hall where the soldiers waited. "Quickly," he murmured. They followed him through a narrow corridor hidden behind a tapestry, the scent of incense thick in the air. Behind them, a soldier’s voice barked, “outside!”
Brother Tenzin led them to a small, windowless chamber. "Wait here."  
"Why help us?" Tahmina whispered.  
The monk’s lips curved faintly. "Some debts transcend lifetimes." Before they could question him further, he slipped away, the tapestry falling back into place. Minutes passed in silence, then shouts erupted outside. The sounds of horse galloping away.
Brother Tenzin opened the small door and poked his head into the chamber. “Four travellers just rode up and were questioned by the soldiers. They pointed over to the southeast pass, perhaps out of hatred for such soldiers, or they may have seen other travellers out there.” He shrugged. “Who can tell?”
“Praise Allah,” whispered Tahmina.
“I fear one of the travellers may be in need of your skills, respected lady,” the monk said. 
Tahmina’s eyes widened. “How...how did you...?
Brother Tenzin only smiled.


Chapter 12
Strangers in the Snow

The voices outside spoke Kashmiri.
 Tahmina moved to the window and peered through gaps in the wooden shutters. Four figures struggled through knee-deep snow that glowed blue in the moonlight, three men carrying a fourth between them. The injured person hung limp as a broken doll. "Travelers in distress," she said.
"Or excellent actors," Prithviraj replied, but he was already moving to help.
Brother Tenzin waited in the hallway, his saffron robes rustling like prayer flags in the wind. "The storm drives all creatures to seek shelter, and when they bring injured, we heal. That is our way." The monk opened the main door, and snow swirled into the entrance hall like angry spirits. Ice crystals formed on the stone floor as the temperature plummeted. "Welcome, travelers. Bring your friend inside quickly."
The three men stumbled through the doorway, their expensive but travel-stained clothes marking them as successful merchants who could afford quality. The injured man was young—perhaps twenty-five—his face pale as fresh snow, blood matting his dark hair.
"Avalanche caught us on the high pass," the eldest merchant explained before anyone could ask. He was tall with a gray beard and large hands, his accent carrying Delhi's educated tones. "My son's horse reared and threw him against a boulder. That was two, maybe three hours ago—the storm makes time strange."
Too long for head injuries. Brain swelling could kill within hours. Tahmina stepped forward. "Common room, near the fire. I need light and warmth to work."
"You're a physician?" The gray-bearded merchant's brown eyes were sharp as a hawk's. “And what were those soldiers doing here.?
“Perhaps looking for troublemakers,” Prithviraj said in a flat voice.
Tahmina bustled foward. "I have medical training. We need to move him now." She led them to the central brazier where they laid the unconscious man on woolen carpets that smelled of yak hair and mountain herbs. The firelight revealed a deep gash above his left ear, possible skull fracture, dangerous swelling around both eyes.
Brother Tenzin gathered supplies while she examined the patient. His pulse was weak but steady, breathing shallow but regular. The head wound was severe but hadn't cracked the skull completely.
"Will he live?" The father's voice carried the weight of mountains.
"The next few hours will tell us. I need time, quiet, and room to work." She cleaned the wound with careful precision as blood and mountain grit washed away with warm water. The cut was jagged but clean, with no sign of infection yet.
"Hold his head steady," she told Prithviraj. His hands supported the injured man's skull while she worked, their fingers touching briefly—warm and steady contact that felt natural as breathing in such crisis. She stitched the wound with silk thread in tiny, precise movements, each stitch drawing flesh back where it belonged. 
"Beautiful work," the gray-bearded merchant observed. "You've had excellent training."
"My father taught me. He believed healing was sacred art." She wrapped the stitched wound with clean bandages and applied herbal paste to reduce swelling.
"I'm sorry for your loss, but his knowledge lives through your hands. I am Mirza Qasim, and these are my partners, Ustad Ahmad and Hakim Yusuf. The injured boy is my son, Daniyal."
Tahmina hesitated at the introduction. Names were weapons in the wrong hands.
"She's Fatima," Prithviraj said quickly. "I'm Rashid. We're traveling to Srinagar on family business."
"Excellent cover story." Mirza Qasim's smile was sharp as winter wind. "Almost believable, but I've spent forty years trading—long enough to recognize deception as a survival skill. A skilled healer traveling with a Rajput warrior, using false names, carrying expensive medical supplies while wearing common clothes? In any case, I have no love for imperial bullies and I’m sure those soldiers are knee-deep in snow and lost by now."
The words hung in the air like icicles—sharp, dangerous, full of hidden meaning. Tahmina kept her voice steady despite her racing heart. "I thank you, but you're mistaken about our circumstances."
"Come now, I deal in practical realities. A healer and a prince escaped from Delhi, being hunted by very important people. Capturing them would bring substantial rewards." His tone remained conversational, but his eyes never left their faces. "Which presents an interesting choice—profit versus dharma."
"What do you want?" Prithviraj's voice could have cut stone.
"Information. Confirmation. And to offer you something in return for the life you've saved." Mirza Qasim gestured toward his unconscious son. "My boy lives because of your medical knowledge. That creates obligation—debt requires payment, and profitable relationships often begin with mutual assistance."
Brother Tenzin looked uncomfortable as his monastery threatened to become a place for accusations rather than sanctuary. "Perhaps we should focus on healing."
"Healing requires trust, and trust requires honesty," the merchant replied smoothly. "But we're open to alternative arrangements. Safe passage to Srinagar in our caravan, under our protection, with your medical skills ensuring my son's recovery."
Outside, the storm continued its assault, snow piling against windows like besieging armies while wind howled through prayer flags until they sounded like weeping ghosts. The weather trapped everyone inside this fragile sanctuary. "What guarantees would we have of your protection?" Prithviraj asked.
"My word as a merchant, worth considerable money in trading circles. Could it be bought by higher bidders? Possibly, but it hasn't been yet." The qualification was honest and terrifying in its implications.
Daniyal stirred on his makeshift bed, eyes opening slowly before gradually sharpening like a blade being honed. "Father? What happened?"
"You had an accident, son. This kind woman saved your life."
The young man's gaze found Tahmina with surprising clarity. "Thank you. The pain is less—your medicine works well."
"Medicine only helps," she replied. "Your body does the real healing."
"Spoken like a true physician. Delhi's court physicians are trained more formally than you." Another probe, another test of their cover story. This family was observant, intelligent.

Brother Tenzin served evening meal—simple mountain fare of barley soup, dried vegetables, and cheese made from yak milk. The flavors were clean as the thin air. "Tell me about Srinagar," Tahmina asked.
"A lovely city with lakes like mirrors and gardens like paradise," Ustad Ahmad replied with the quick enthusiasm of a born trader. "Crowded with merchants from across Asia—easy to disappear among thousands."
"Cities offer both safety and danger," Mirza Qasim agreed. "Success depends on how clever you are. My caravan always needs medical support."
"Permanent employment?" Prithviraj asked.
"Semi-permanent, until you decide your next destination. Business relationships have natural limits, but they can provide breathing space. Srinagar is far from Delhi—local officials care more about trade revenue than political fugitives. Mostly."
The conversation felt like chess played on ice, each question revealing positions while both sides probed for weakness and advantage. "You seem to know considerable about hiding fugitives," Tahmina observed.
"I know about human nature and survival. Everyone has secrets, everyone needs flexibility." His smile suggested personal experience with such matters.


As the fire burned lower, Tahmina checked Daniyal twice during the night. His pulse remained steady, breathing regular, the head wound showing no signs of infection. He would recover fully with time and rest. "Your medicine works miracles," Mirza Qasim said during her second visit.
"Modern medicine works systematically, not miraculously. Your son is strong—young bodies heal quickly if they rest properly."
"And if he doesn't rest?"
"Then problems become serious. Brain injuries demand patience, which I know is expensive luxury for traveling merchants."
"Some luxuries are worth the cost," he replied quietly.
Dawn brought clearer skies as the storm weakened like a dying beast. Snow stopped falling, visibility improved enough to reveal surrounding peaks rising like white teeth against blue sky. "Travel conditions?" Prithviraj asked Brother Tenzin.
"Difficult, but possible for experienced mountain travelers. The snow is deep, and always there is avalanche danger—but the way passable if you know safe routes."
Mirza Qasim joined them for morning tea, steam rising from their cups like incense smoke. "We leave this afternoon when road conditions improve. Another reason to accept our offer—medical supervision during transport. Young men often overestimate their recovery."
The offer was logical, practical, possibly their best option for survival. But trust required faith in strangers' honor, and faith had betrayed them before. "We need an answer," Mirza Qasim said gently. "Preparations require time, and opportunities expire like weather patterns."
Tahmina looked at Prithviraj, seeing her own uncertainty reflected in his dark eyes. Sometimes choosing meant accepting risk, but sometimes not choosing was the greatest risk of all. The decision balanced on the edge of a knife—trust these merchants who held their lives in calculating hands, or face the mountain passes alone with winter weather, hostile terrain, and determined enemies pursuing them. "Yes," she said finally, her voice steadier than her heartbeat. "We accept your offer."
Mirza Qasim's smile held both relief and satisfaction. "Excellent. We leave at midday. Pack light—mountain paths rewards the practical."
As morning light strengthened through the windows, Tahmina felt the weight of choice settling around her like a new cloak. They were committed now to this path, these people, this gamble with their lives.


Chapter 13
The Sufi's Prophecy

The merchant caravan moved like a silk ribbon across white mountains, its passage marking the only sign of human ambition in this realm of stone and sky. Twenty camels loaded with Kashmir goods—saffron in wooden boxes carved with lotus patterns, shawls wrapped in indigo cloth, precious stones sewn into hidden pockets of leather saddles. 
The beasts walked single file along narrow paths carved into cliff faces, their breath steaming in air so thin it burned the lungs, each exhale a small prayer to whatever gods protected travelers in these heights. Tahmina rode the black mare near the rear, her woolen cloak pulled tight against the bitter wind that seemed to carry voices of the dead—those who had attempted these passes and failed. The altitude made her head swim with strange dreams even while awake. Dreams of warm courtyards filled with jasmine, of her mother's hands braiding her hair, of a life that might have been if politics hadn't torn her world apart. She pressed her palm against the mare's neck, feeling the steady pulse of life beneath warm fur, anchoring herself to the present moment.
Prithviraj walked beside her mount, his recovered strength showing in steady strides even at this crushing altitude where lesser men would stumble. Three days of travel had brought them closer to Srinagar, closer to safety or capture—she could no longer distinguish between the two. His hand occasionally brushed her stirrup, a contact that sent warmth through her in the cold. Such small gestures had become their secret language, unspoken acknowledgments of something growing between them that neither dared name aloud.
The mountains rose like frozen giants around them, their peaks lost in gray clouds that seemed to press down with the weight of eternity. Snow clung to every ledge and outcrop, while below, valleys disappeared into mist so thick it seemed solid, as if one could walk upon it. The air itself felt sharp, like the taste that floods the mouth before lightning strikes. In this landscape, human concerns seemed absurdly small, yet paradoxically more precious for their fragility.
"My head feels normal again," Daniyal called from ahead, his young voice carrying clearly in the thin air. The merchant's son had recovered quickly from his injuries, perhaps too quickly. Tahmina had seen enough head wounds to know they could fool patients about their true condition, creating false confidence before sudden collapse.
"Brain healing takes time," she called back. 
"Time we may not have."Mirza Qasim's voice cut through the wind. He walked beside his son's horse, his gray beard frosted with ice crystals that caught the pale sunlight like pearls. "There are storm clouds gathering, and weather changes without warning here. We need to reach the pass before snowfall blocks them."
Prithviraj studied the sky with the eye of a military commander. Someone accustomed to reading terrain and weather as matters of life and death. Dark masses swirled around distant summits like angry djinn, their edges shot through with unnatural colors—purple, green, silver. "How far to shelter?"
"Two hours to the shrine, if we maintain this pace," Mirza Qasim said, rubbing his beard.
"What shrine?"
"Sufi lodge built where three valleys meet. The holy man provides sanctuary for travelers, regardless of their sins."
Another sanctuary. Another test of trust. Their journey had become a chain of such tests, each link forged in uncertainty, each choice possibly their last. Tahmina had learned to read the subtle signs—how Prithviraj's shoulders tensed when approaching strangers, how his hand moved toward his concealed weapons, how his eyes catalogued exits and defensive positions. The habits of a man who had survived too many betrayals.
The path wound higher through terrain that made even sure-footed horses nervous. Loose rocks shifted underfoot with sounds like cracking bones, while drop-offs plunged thousands of feet into misty valleys where the bodies of unsuccessful travelers might rest forever undiscovered. One stumble meant death, not just for the rider but for anyone trying to help. The camels handled it with the steady confidence of creatures bred for such challenges, their broad pads gripping better than iron-shod hooves, but they moved slowly, each step calculated with the wisdom of instinct.
"Why do Sufis build in such remote places?" Tahmina asked, her voice barely carrying over the wind. 
"Isolation aids them," Prithviraj replied, his tone holding the weight of personal experience. "Distance from worldly concerns brings the soul closer to divine truth."
"Or makes it easier to hide forbidden activities."
"That's suspicious thinking."
"It's learned thinking. Remote places attract people who need privacy for reasons good and ill."
"Including us."
"Absolutely us."
The temperature dropped perceptibly as clouds gathered overhead like an army assembling for siege. Wind began picking up, promising to howl through the passes like the voices of tortured spirits. Ice crystals stung their faces with increasing frequency, and even the normally stoic camels began to show signs of distress, their ears flattening against their skulls. "There." Mirza Qasim pointed ahead with a mittened hand. "The shrine."
A cluster of buildings clung to a natural shelf in the mountainside like barnacles on a ship's hull. Steep slopes rose behind the structures, scarred by dry water channels filled with gravel, a way for melted ice to escape the snow-capped mountains above.
Wooden balconies jutted from stone walls with carved supports, while prayer flags snapped from tall poles with sounds like muffled drums. Smoke rose from several chimneys, promising warmth and human companionship. But something felt wrong with the scene. Too quiet. No people in the courtyards, no animals in the visible pens, no sounds of daily life. The place looked abandoned except for that recent smoke.
"Where is everyone?" Daniyal's voice carried a note of unease that made his father's jaw tighten.
"Perhaps at prayer," Mirza Qasim suggested, but uncertainty colored his words.
"Or gone for other reasons," Hakim Yusuf muttered, his worry beads clicking between nervous fingers. The cautious merchant's instincts for danger were usually reliable.
They halted outside the main gate, a structure of weathered wood bearing geometric patterns that seemed to dance in the uncertain light. Brass knockers shaped like open hands—symbols of welcome and blessing—hung from iron rings worn smooth by countless touches. Beautiful craftsmanship that spoke of devotion. 
But no signs of life.
"Salaam Alaikum in the house!" Mirza Qasim's voice echoed off stone walls and returned distorted, as if the mountains themselves were mocking him.
Silence. Only wind through empty courtyards and the distant cry of a circling bird.
"Peace be upon this dwelling! Travelers seek shelter from the storm!"
Footsteps approached from within at last. Slow. Measured. The gait of someone either very old or very careful, or perhaps both. The sound grew closer, accompanied by the soft whisper of robes against stone. 
The gate opened to reveal a man who might have been fifty or ninety—age had carved his face into something beyond easy estimation. Deep lines spoke of decades spent in contemplation and weather, but his eyes were sharp, bright with the kind of knowledge that suggested profound mystery. Despite his apparent age, he moved with the fluid grace of a dancer, each gesture purposeful and elegant. "Peace be upon you, travelers," he said, his voice carrying the educated accent of great cities—Delhi perhaps, or Isfahan. "I am Hazrat Daud, keeper of this humble shrine and servant of the Most High."
"We seek shelter," Mirza Qasim replied, relief evident in his formal courtesy.
"Enter and be welcome. Bring your animals. The weather will be severe indeed." The Sufi master gestured them into the main courtyard with movements that seemed to include both blessing and invitation. "You stay alone here, master?"
"Not alone. Never alone in the true sense. But my disciples have gone to the valley for winter supplies before the passes close completely. They serve where service is needed."
"When will they return?"
"Allah knows the proper time for all things. I do not question divine timing, for it flows according to wisdom beyond human understanding."
The shrine's architecture blended Persian and Kashmiri styles with masterful skill—arched doorways framed with carved stone that depicted geometric patterns interwoven with stylized flowers, windows covered by intricate wooden screens that filtered light into complex shadows. 
Everything built to withstand harsh winters while preserving beauty, as if the builders understood that humans need loveliness even in the most difficult environment. The main courtyard was sheltered from direct wind but open to the sky, now darkening with storm clouds that pressed down like a gray blanket. "Stables over there," Hazrat Daud pointed to a long building.  "Your beasts will be warm and safe."
They unloaded with some urgency as the first snowflakes began falling—large, soft flakes that promised heavy snow within hours. The camels shuffled nervously, sensing the approaching storm's violence. "Inside quickly," the Sufi master urged. "The weather turns dangerous."
The main hall struck them with surprising warmth after the bitter cold outside. Braziers burned fragrant wood mixed with aromatic herbs—sandalwood, cardamom, something else indefinable that seemed to calm the spirit. Scents that spoke of distant lands and ancient wisdom. The walls displayed calligraphy in flowing Arabic script, verses from the Quran interwoven with Sufi poetry, each line a meditation on divine love rendered in gold ink that caught the firelight like fire. "Lovely writing," Tahmina observed, studying the elegant curves that transformed sacred words into visual music.
"Words of love," Hazrat Daud replied with quiet pride. "The mystic path is always about love in the end. Divine love expressed through human experience, human love as a reflection of divine truth."
"You wrote these yourself?"
"Some. Others come from masters who walked this path before us. Their wisdom is preserved in such beauty. Knowledge accumulates like snow—each flake adds to the whole, and eventually mountains are built from individual moments of understanding."
They settled on silk cushions arranged around a Persian carpet decorated with intricate that seemed breathe in the firelight. The weaving was exquisite, the carpet probably worth more than most peasants earned in several years, yet it was offered without thought of cost or status. "Tea?" Hazrat Daud offered, gesturing toward a gleaming samovar. "Made with herbs that grow only at this altitude. Very warming."
The tea proved unlike anything Tahmina had ever tasted. Complex flavors changed with each sip—sweet, bitter, spicy, soothing—like drinking liquid meditation that warmed not just the body but some deep part of the soul. She felt tension leaving her shoulders, muscles she hadn't realized were clenched beginning to relax. "This is wonderful," she said, really meaning it with all her heart.
"A secret recipe passed down through generations of mystics. Each master adds something new—herbs, techniques, intentions. My contribution was questions rather than answers."
"What kind of questions?"
"The kind that challenge assumptions. That force seekers to examine their deepest beliefs about love, duty, the nature of choice itself."
Outside, wind began howling with incredible violence. Snow pelted windows with a sound like thrown sand. The storm was escalating faster than any of them had predicted, trapping them as surely as iron bars. But then a new sound cut through the natural chaos—not wind, not snow. Hoofbeats. Multiple horses approaching through weather that should have been impossible to navigate.
"More travelers?" Ustad Ahmad asked, though his tone suggested he already knew better.
"Perhaps," Hazrat Daud replied, but his sudden stillness suggested doubt.
Prithviraj fluidly moved to the window, peering through wooden screens carved with star patterns. His face grew grim as stone. "Armed riders. Twenty or more. They're surrounding the buildings."
"Bandits?" Mirza Qasim's voice was strained with the terror of a merchant facing his worst nightmare.
"Too disciplined. Professional soldiers."
"Mughal troops?"
"Or bounty hunters with imperial backing. Either way, we face serious trouble."
Tahmina's stomach clenched with familiar dread. They'd been found despite all precautions. Tracked to this remote sanctuary by forces she'd hoped to escape forever. The warmth of the tea turned to ice in her veins. "Is there another exit?" she asked, though she already suspected the answer.
"Several," Hazrat Daud replied calmly. "But they'll be watching all approaches if they're competent."
"Then what do we do?"
"We face it with faith."
Tahmina stared at the Sufi master. "Faith won't stop swords."
The riders dismounted outside with the crispness of veteran soldiers. Heavy boots crunched through snow. Voices called commands in multiple languages—Persian, Arabic, Hindi. These weren't local bandits. These were Mughal forces on official business. "Open in the name of His Imperial Majesty!"
"Very official," Hazrat Daud observed with supernatural calm, as if greeting death held no more concern than welcoming expected guests.
"They want us," Prithviraj said, his hand moving toward his concealed weapon.
The Sufi master walked to the main entrance with unhurried steps, each movement peaceful, centered. "Who seeks entry to this humble shrine dedicated to divine love?"
"Imperial investigators pursuing fugitives. We require your cooperation."
"This dwelling offers sanctuary to all travelers whose hearts are pure. Enter if your intentions serve justice."
"Our intentions serve the emperor's will. His word is justice." The doors opened with the weight of inevitability. Armed men entered—professionals who followed orders without questions or moral hesitation. Their leader wore the insignia of a Mughal captain, his uniform snow dusted and travel strained. Behind him came his soldiers, their hands resting on their sword hilts.
But the last figure through the doorway made Tahmina's blood feel as frigid as mountain water. Iskandar Mirza. Her former betrothed. The man who'd expected her to become his personal instrument of healing and death. He looked exactly as she remembered—tall, handsome in the classical Persian style, perfectly groomed even after days of mountain travel. His dark eyes swept the room with confidence, found her, lingered with the satisfaction of a hunter who had finally cornered some elusive prey. “Beloved,” Iskandar said, his voice smooth and low, carrying the weight of intimacy despite the armed tension that filled the room. “You’ve led me on quite the chase across half the empire. A game of cat and mouse, though I must admit, your cunning has been… impressive.”
Tahmina’s chin lifted, her eyes steady as she met his gaze. “I am not your beloved. I never have been.”
“But you are my betrothed,” he countered, his tone firm but polished, like a blade sheathed in silk. “Contracts were signed in the presence of witnesses, sealed with sacred oaths before Allah and the emperor himself. Our fates are bound by law and custom, whether you acknowledge it or not.”
“Contracts I never signed,” she shot back, her voice sharp with defiance. “Agreements I never made. My guardian may have wielded the pen, but his hand does not speak for my heart.”
“Islamic law recognizes his authority in such matters,” Iskandar replied smoothly, his words measured. “His consent binds you, as it should. And yet—” he paused, tilting his head slightly, “—you cite the law when it suits you. Islamic law also grants a woman the right to refuse a man deemed unsuitable. But tell me, Tahmina, under what condition do you find me unsuitable? My lineage? My standing? My devotion to the empire?”
“Under the condition that I do not love you,” she said plainly, her voice cutting through the room like a cold wind. “And love cannot be compelled by law or force.”
“What do you want?” Prithviraj’s voice broke in, low and steady, edged with a dangerous calm. He stood like a coiled spring, his eyes calculating the odds, his body ready to move at the slightest provocation. “Why pursue us across mountains and storms? What is it you truly seek?”
Iskandar’s gaze shifted to Prithviraj, his expression tightening with disdain. “What belongs to me by law and custom. My future wife. And justice for crimes committed against imperial authority—theft of Mughal property, assault on guards, harboring fugitives. The list is long, though I suspect you’ll deny it all.”
“Self-defense is not a crime,” Prithviraj said firmly, his voice like steel. “Not under any interpretation of law.”
“That is for the imperial judges to decide,” Iskandar retorted, his tone flat. “Not for you, a fugitive with no standing in this empire.”
Hazrat Daud stepped forward, his movements fluid and unhurried, as though the storm outside and the tension inside were mere ripples on the surface of a deeper calm. “This is holy ground, consecrated to divine love,” he said, his voice carrying a quiet authority. “Violence is forbidden here, not just by human law but by the sacred will of the Most High.”
“We intend no violence,” Iskandar replied smoothly, though his eyes flickered with irritation. “Only the legal recovery of stolen property and fugitive persons. My duty is to the empire, not to mystics and their philosophies.”
“People are not property,” Hazrat Daud said, his voice steady. “Nor are they bound by the whims of men who mistake power for truth.”
“Wives are subject to their husbands’ authority,” Iskandar countered, his tone sharpening. “Mughal law is clear on this point. And I will not be lectured by a hermit who understands nothing of civilized governance.”
“Perhaps it is you who needs such lectures,” the Sufi replied, his words gentle but piercing. “Wisdom often comes from the most unexpected sources, especially when we are certain we do not need it.”
Tahmina’s eyes darted to Prithviraj, noticing how he had shifted almost imperceptibly closer, his body tense, his mind clearly calculating the next move. She knew that look—it was the look of a man preparing for violence, a man who would fight to the death if it meant protecting what he valued. And so, before he could act, she spoke.
“I’ll come with you,” she said, her voice calm but resolute. “Peacefully.”
“No,” Prithviraj said instantly, taking a step forward, his every movement rejecting the idea. “You’re not going anywhere with him.”
“Yes,” she insisted, her eyes locking with his. “But I have conditions that must be honored.”
“You’re in no position to negotiate terms,” the Mughal captain interjected, his voice dismissive.
“Actually, she is,” Iskandar said, raising a hand to silence the captain. His gaze remained fixed on Tahmina, a flicker of curiosity in his eyes. “I need her alive, healthy, and cooperative. Dead women make poor wives, and broken ones serve no useful purpose. What are your conditions?”
“Safe passage for my companions,” she said firmly. “They’ve done nothing wrong.”
“They’ve aided fugitives and resisted imperial authority,” Iskandar replied coldly. “That constitutes treason.”
“They’ve shown hospitality to travelers,” Tahmina countered. “That constitutes virtue under both Islamic law and basic human decency.”
“The law recognizes facts, not intentions,” Iskandar said, his voice flat. “But let us not waste time arguing semantics. If you return willingly, I will ensure your companions are treated fairly—though their fate will be decided by the emperor, not by me.”
Hazrat Daud shook his head, his expression one of deep sadness. “Young woman, you sacrifice yourself for an illusion of safety. Fear binds you, but the heart knows what the mind fears to admit—that love cannot be commanded through threats.”
“Philosophy is a luxury,” Iskandar snapped, his patience fraying. “We have practical matters to resolve.”
But the Sufi master pressed on, his voice soft but insistent. “What practical good comes from a marriage built on coercion? What joy can be found in a love maintained through fear? Such foundations crumble, and when they do, what remains for those trapped within them?”
Iskandar’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. His silence spoke volumes—his worldview left no room for questions about the nature of love or the cost of power built on others’ suffering.
Tahmina felt something stirring in her chest, a warmth that spread like the first rays of dawn after a long night. She looked at Iskandar, her voice quiet but firm. “He’s right.”
“Who’s right about what?” Iskandar asked, his brow furrowing in confusion.
“Hazrat Daud,” she said. “Love cannot be extracted through threats or contracts. It cannot be forced, no matter how much power you wield.”
“Love is irrelevant to marriage contracts and political alliances,” Iskandar replied, though his tone lacked its earlier conviction.
“Then why do you want me specifically?” Tahmina asked, her voice sharp. “There are countless women who could serve your political purposes just as well. What is it you truly seek?”
“You have skills that others lack,” he admitted after a pause. “Medical knowledge, linguistic abilities. You are… unique.”
“Skills for healing?” she pressed. “Or for other purposes?”
The silence that followed was heavy, like the air before a storm. Even the soldiers seemed to sense they were witnessing something more profound than a simple arrest. Finally, Iskandar spoke. “Both. As circumstances require.”
“And there it is,” Tahmina said quietly. “The truth beneath all the contracts and vows. You don’t want a wife—you want a tool. A weapon.”
“That truth serves my purposes,” Iskandar said, his voice cold. “Your purposes are secondary.”
“No,” she said, her voice steady, her resolve unshakable. “They’re not.” She felt Prithviraj’s presence beside her, solid and warm, offering not possession but partnership. The difference was everything.
“You think this defeated prince offers better alternatives?” Iskandar asked, his tone laced with scorn. “A man with no kingdom, no resources, no future but exile and death?”
“He offers choice,” Tahmina replied, her voice soft but firm. “A choice freely given and freely received. That’s worth more than any kingdom.”
“A choice to starve? To die in foreign lands?” Iskandar’s laugh was bitter. “Romantic nonsense.”
“Romantic, perhaps,” she said, her eyes meeting Prithviraj’s. “But not nonsense. To build something real, based on mutual respect and shared dreams—that is worth more than all the power and gold in the empire.”
“Power is truth,” Iskandar said, his voice rising. “I have soldiers, imperial backing, and gold. What does he have?”
“He has fear,” Hazrat Daud interjected, his voice calm. “Fear that love freely given might also be love freely withdrawn.”
“I fear nothing,” Iskandar snapped, though his voice lacked its earlier conviction.
“Then why the soldiers?” the Sufi asked gently. “Why not simply ask her to return willingly?”
“Because she’s been corrupted by false romantic ideals,” Iskandar spat. “Ideals that ignore her duty.”
“Or because she’s discovered real ones,” Hazrat Daud replied, “ones that recognize the soul’s true needs.”
Prithviraj stepped forward, his voice calm but carrying the weight of steel. “I challenge your claim according to ancient law. Trial by combat. A single warrior contest to settle all disputes.”
Iskandar let out a harsh, mocking laugh, the sound cutting through the tension like a blade. “Trial by combat? How quaint. Do you think this is the time of ancient kings, Prithviraj? The days of honor duels are long past. The law of the Mughal Empire is clear and absolute. I don’t need to indulge in barbaric rituals to claim what is rightfully mine.”
Prithviraj’s jaw tightened, but he held his ground, his voice steady and low. “The law you follow is written by men who serve power, not justice. I offer a way to settle this without bloodshed, where honor and skill decide the outcome, not armies or threats.”
“Honor?” Iskandar sneered, his dark eyes glinting with disdain. “What honor do you have, a man who fled his kingdom like a thief in the night? You speak of justice, yet you’ve spent months evading it.”
“Evading tyranny is not the same as evading justice,” Prithviraj countered, his voice rising slightly. “If you’re so confident in your claim, why refuse a fair contest? Or are you afraid to face me without your soldiers at your back?”
The Mughal captain stepped forward, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “Enough of this nonsense. We’re here to enforce the emperor’s will, not listen to outdated challenges.”
Iskandar raised a hand, silencing the captain. His eyes narrowed as he studied Prithviraj, as if weighing the man’s words against his own pride. Finally, he spoke, his voice cold and deliberate. “Very well. If it amuses you, I’ll indulge this archaic challenge. But understand this—once you’re defeated, there will be no mercy. Tahmina will return with me, and you will face the emperor’s justice.”
Prithviraj’s lips curved into a faint, humorless smile. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
"And if you lose this romantic gesture?"
"Then you get what you want with honor."
"And if I lose?” Iskander asked as he folded his arms.
"Then she chooses freely, without any coercion whatsoever. You retain your honor."
"The law doesn't recognize such contests."
"The heart does," Hazrat Daud said softly." 
Tahmina felt fever burning in her chest—not sickness, but something far deeper. The heat of truth finally acknowledged after too long denial. These men were fighting over her future, but the real battle was inside her own spirit, between fear and courage, duty and love. She touched Prithviraj's hand, felt his pulse racing beneath her fingers. His skin was warm, alive, completely real in a world that often seemed built from illusions and political necessities. "Win or lose," she whispered, her words only audible to him, "I choose you."
The words hung in the air like crystallized breath, visible and irreversible. 
Iskander’s face darkened and his jaw moved as if were chewing something particularly distasteful. He motioned to his soldiers, who drew their swords and searched Prithviraj thoroughly, pulling out his concealed dagger with a flourish. Iskander allowed himself a thin smile. “Keep them in one of the guest rooms until I can arrange for more supplies to be brought up.”
“Supplies?” Hazrat Daud asked, his eyebrows rising.
Iskander rubbed his hands together. “Why, for our little celebration before the duel, of course.”   


Chapter 14
Silk and Dagger

A week later, the celebration began at sunset with the call of bamboo flutes. 
After the snowstorm had swept over the mountains, the sky had turned sapphire blue, the air so clear that distant mountains could be viewed without obstruction. A small caravan of supplies and servants had been sent for from the nearest large town, and had been busily setting things up while cooks slaved over wood fired cauldrons at the back of the sanctuary.     
Iskandar had declared a feast to mark the "joyful reunion" with his betrothed. Tables appeared in the shrine's main courtyard. Silk cushions were arranged around low wooden platforms. Brass lamps cast golden light on walls with geometric patterns that seemed to shift like living things. Large oil braziers kept the space warm enough. "You honor our humble shrine," Hazrat Daud said, his lined face showing resignation. His sacred space had become a stage for Mughal politics.
"Honor flows both ways,” Iskandar replied, wearing fresh clothes brought by his soldiers—black silk embroidered with silver thread. "Your cooperation ensures the Emperor's continued favor."
The threat hung in the air like incense smoke. Tahmina sat beside Iskandar on the raised platform, her position as guest of honor feeling more like a prisoner's dock. Mughal soldiers stood at intervals around the courtyard—close enough to prevent escape, far enough to appear ceremonial. "Wine from my personal collection," Iskandar said, lifting a silver chalice. "Vintage from Shiraz grapes, aged in casks."
"I don't drink wine."
"Ah, forgive my thoughtlessness. Rose sherbet, then, sweetened with honey and ground cardamom seeds." The solicitude felt poisonous. Every courtesy carried barbs.
Prithviraj sat with the merchants across the courtyard. His dark eyes never left her face. Silent messages passed between them—plans forming without words.
"Musicians," Iskandar called. "Let us have proper entertainment for such an auspicious evening." Three men appeared with traditional instruments. Sitar and tabla drums were positioned for optimal acoustics and a bamboo flute completed the ensemble. The music began softly—classical ragas that spoke of love and longing. Melodies that pulled at the heart even in these circumstances. "Do you dance, my betrothed?"
"Not for audiences."
"A pity. Palace servants speak of your grace in movement. They say you move like morning mist over water." His knowledge was too detailed, too specific. Someone had been watching her longer than she'd realized.
"I prefer healing to dancing."
"Both require rhythm, do they not? Understanding of how bodies move through space, how breath flows with intention." The way he spoke suggested intimate knowledge of her medical training.
A new sound joined the musical ensemble—ankle bells. Silver ghungroos chimed with each step as a dancer appeared from behind silk screens arranged around the courtyard's edges. She was young, perhaps eighteen, her costume exquisite. Red silk lehenga with gold embroidery caught the lamplight. The matching choli revealed her midriff according to classical tradition. A diaphanous dupatta draped over bare shoulders, the fabric moving like liquid fire. 
Her face caught everyone’s attention—lovely in the way that launched wars and toppled kingdoms. Large dark eyes lined with kohl, full lips stained with berry juice. Features that belonged in Persian miniatures. The dancer began moving to the rhythm, her feet finding complex patterns on the stone floor. Arms flowed like water. Hands formed mudras that told stories older than empires. Classical Bharatanatyam combined with Kashmiri folk traditions.
"Where did you find such talent?" Mirza Qasim asked, the ever practical merchant mesmerized.
"She travels with my retinue," Iskandar replied. "Useful for many purposes beyond entertainment." The implication was clear. Intelligence gathering. Seduction. Possibly assassination. Lovely women made excellent weapons when properly trained.
The dancer spun faster, her silk skirt spreading like a crimson flower. The ankle bells created intricate rhythms that complemented the instruments. Hypnotic sounds that made concentration difficult. That's when Tahmina noticed the small leather pouch tucked into the dancer's waistband—almost invisible among the costume's elaborate folds but positioned for easy access during performance. Hidden in plain sight.
"Stunning technique," Hazrat Daud observed. "She's studied with masters in the imperial court." 
"The best teachers money can buy," Iskandar agreed. "Investment in beauty always yields dividends."
The dancer's eyes swept the audience during a turning sequence—calculating assessment disguised as performance. She was cataloging faces, noting positions, gathering intelligence. Tahmina felt recognition chill her spine. This was what Iskandar intended for her—medical skills combined with feminine beauty. Healing and harming united in one person.
"She reminds me of someone," Prithviraj said loudly. "A dancer I saw in Jodhpur, years ago before the wars. Beauty like that burns itself into memory."
"This one is unique. Irreplaceable as a perfect diamond."
"All beauty is temporary, like spring flowers. Experience teaches that victory and defeat are both passing seasons."
"Spoken like a defeated warrior. Bitterness ages men faster than time itself."
The verbal sparring continued while the dancer performed increasingly complex sequences. Her movements told stories of love and war, gods and mortals—eternal themes. But Tahmina was studying the performance with different eyes. The dancer's technique was flawless, but technique could be learned. Copied. Adapted.
"Excuse me," she said quietly. "The mountain air... I need a moment."
"Of course," Iskander said.
She rose carefully, moved slowly across the courtyard. Two soldiers fell into step behind her. The shrine's side chambers were darker, cooler. Corridors led to smaller rooms used for private prayer and meditation. “Did the caravan bring extra costumes for the dancer?” She asked the guards. They nodded and led her towards one of the storerooms. 
 Silk garments in various sizes. Dance accessories. Everything needed for transformation.
A red lehenga similar to the current performer's outfit lay folded in a wooden chest. Gold embroidery caught the lamplight like gems. The matching choli would fit with minor adjustments. Most importantly—ankle bells. Silver ghungroos strung on leather cords, each bell precisely tuned to create specific tones.
He turned away while she changed. The silk felt strange against her skin—lighter than cotton, more sensual. The choli fit snugly. The lehenga swirled around her legs. She fastened the ankle bells around her feet. The silver ghungroos chimed softly with each movement—musical jewelry that would announce her presence while concealing her purpose.
She practiced a few dance steps. The movements returned slowly—muscle memory from childhood training. Her grandmother's patient instruction. Classical forms combined with personal expression. 
She slipped through side passages back to the main courtyard. The dancing girl was finishing her performance—spinning faster, arms moving in final flourishes that drew thunderous applause. As the girl bowed and retreated, Tahmina emerged from behind the silk screens. The transformation was complete. A new performer appearing seamlessly.
She began moving to the continuing music—slower at first, building rhythm gradually. Classical sequences that showcased technical skill while building audience engagement. The ankle bells created counterpoint to the instrumental rhythm. Each step produced precisely tuned chimes—hypnotic sounds that focused attention on movement rather than identity.
"Unexpected pleasure," Iskandar called out. "Another talented performer graces our celebration."
The guards turned away while she changed, giving her a moment of privacy. The silk felt strange against her skin—lighter than cotton, more sensual. The choli fit snugly, emphasizing her figure in a way that made her acutely aware of her body. She adjusted the lehenga, letting the fabric drape naturally over her hips, then fastened the ghungroos around her ankles. The bells chimed softly as she moved, their sound strangely reassuring. She tied the dupatta loosely over her shoulders, letting it flow freely. For a moment, she paused, staring at her reflection in a small brass mirror on the wall. The transformation was startling—she looked like a courtesan, someone who belonged in a palace, not a fugitive hiding in the mountains. But this was her chance to play Iskandar’s game, to turn his expectations against him.
She took a deep breath, the cool air steadying her nerves. The guards turned back, their expressions neutral, and led her toward the courtyard. As she walked, the bells jingled with each step, the sound drawing attention. Heads turned as she emerged from the shadows, her silhouette framed by the flickering light of the oil braziers. The music faltered for a moment, the musicians briefly distracted by her entrance. Even Iskandar froze, his cup of sherbet halfway to his lips, his eyes widening in surprise.
Tahmina stepped into the center of the courtyard, the lanterns casting a golden glow on her costume. She raised her arms slowly, her movements deliberate, her hands forming the first mudra. The musicians caught her rhythm, their instruments adjusting to her pace. The sitar’s notes became softer, the tabla’s beats more measured. She moved with a grace that belied her inner turmoil, her body flowing like water over stone. The dance was unfamiliar, but she drew on her knowledge of anatomy—the way muscles stretched and contracted, the way breath synchronized with motion. She improvised, weaving her movements into a story of resilience and defiance.
As she spun, her eyes scanned the courtyard. Prithviraj was watching her intently, his expression unreadable but his posture tense. Mirza Qasim leaned forward, his merchant's keenness for new opportunities evident. Hazrat Daud looked on with a mix of admiration and sorrow, as if he understood the weight of her performance. Iskandar’s gaze was the most unsettling—sharp and calculating, as if he were dissecting her every move. She met his eyes briefly, her expression neutral, before turning away, her focus returning to the dance.
The music swelled, and Tahmina’s movements became more intricate. She mimicked the dancer’s techniques—the precise footwork, the fluid arm gestures—but added her own variations. Her fingers formed mudras that spoke of healing and hope, a subtle rebellion against Iskandar’s plans. The audience was captivated, their murmurs silenced by the power of her performance. Even the soldiers seemed momentarily enchanted, their vigilance softened by the hypnotic rhythm.
As she neared the end of the dance, Tahmina noticed the dancer from earlier standing at the edge of the courtyard. Her expression was unreadable, but her eyes were sharp, studying Tahmina’s every move. Was there a flicker of recognition, a hint of respect? Or was it merely a professional’s assessment of a rival? Tahmina couldn’t tell, but she filed the observation away for later.

With a final spin, she came to a halt, her arms extended gracefully, her head bowed. The courtyard erupted in applause, the sound startling in the quiet mountain air. Iskandar was the first to speak, his voice smooth but edged with curiosity.

“I didn’t know you had such talents,” he said, his tone light but his eyes probing. “Where did you learn to dance like that?”
“I’ve always been a quick learner,” Tahmina replied, her tone modest but her gaze steady. “And I’ve had good teachers.”
“Indeed,” Iskandar said, leaning back on his cushion. “Perhaps we’ll have more opportunities to see you perform in Delhi.”
The comment was a thinly veiled threat, but Tahmina didn’t react. Instead, she inclined her head slightly, as if acknowledging a compliment. “Perhaps,” she said softly, her tone noncommittal.
Prithviraj stood abruptly, drawing attention to himself. “A dance like that deserves a proper reward,” he said, his voice carrying across the courtyard. He walked toward Tahmina, his movements deliberate. When he reached her, he offered her a silver goblet filled with sherbet. “You must be thirsty,” he said, his eyes holding hers.
Tahmina accepted the goblet, her fingers brushing his briefly. The contact was fleeting but charged with unspoken meaning. As she drank, Prithviraj turned to Iskandar. “You’ve gathered quite the company here,” he said, his tone casual. “Merchants, dancers, soldiers. It’s almost like a court.”
“It’s a celebration,” Iskandar replied, his smile tight. “And celebrations require variety.”
“Variety can be dangerous,” Prithviraj said, his tone light but his words heavy with implication. “But then, you’ve always liked taking risks.”
The tension between the two men was palpable, but Iskandar waved it off with a laugh. “Life is a risk,” he said. “And rewards come to those who dare.”
As the conversation continued, Tahmina stepped back, blending into the crowd. She needed to think, to plan. The dance had been a distraction, a way to buy time, but it had also revealed new possibilities. The leather pouch in the dancer’s waistband, the guards’ lax attention during her performance, the subtle alliances forming among the guests—all of it could be useful.
She slipped into a quieter corner of the courtyard, her eyes scanning the room once more. The night was far from over, and the stakes were higher than ever. But for now, she had bought herself a moment of respite, a chance to breathe and strategize. The bells on her ankles chimed softly as she moved, a reminder of the role she had chosen to play. It was a dangerous game, but one she was determined to win.
She moved closer to the raised platform, close enough to observe Iskandar's reactions. His appreciation appeared genuine—rather than suspicious. Now came the crucial moment. She spun away from the main audience. The movement carried her near the entrance to the private quarters. Guards stood at the doorway—alert but relaxed, enjoying the performance.
A complex turn brought her directly past them, close enough to see inside the chambers. Maps spread on wooden tables. Documents scattered across silk cushions. Intelligence materials left carelessly visible. She could see troop deployment charts. Search pattern diagrams. Lists of contacts in major cities. 
Another spinning turn carried her back to the main performance area. The music was building to climax. Soon the dance would end. 
That's when Prithviraj rose from his position across the courtyard, giving her a quick glance of understanding. "Lord Iskandar," he called loudly. "I formally request trial by combat immediately and without delay."
Conversation stopped. Music faltered. All attention shifted to this dramatic declaration. "On what grounds?" the Mughal captain demanded.
"Our dispute requires resolution."
"Very well. If you insist." Guards moved to clear the space and create arena for combat. All eyes focused on the warriors preparing for battle.
Perfect distraction.
Tahmina danced backward through the excitement, her movements seeming part of natural performance flow. She maneuvered closer to the unguarded private quarters and slipped through the doorway as Iskandar and Prithviraj drew their weapons.
Inside the chamber, maps spread across every surface. Detailed drawings of mountain passes. Troop positions. Supply routes. Search grid patterns covering hundreds of square miles. Her ankle bells chimed softly as she moved between tables. Each step risked detection. But information was worth the danger.
That's when she heard footsteps approaching.
Someone was coming.
The music outside swelled with combat drama. Swords rang against each other. Men shouted encouragement. But in the private chamber, silver ghungroos chimed like temple bells.
Announcing exactly where she was hiding.


Chapter 15
Escape in Crimson Silk

The guard's footsteps halted just outside the chamber entrance, the heavy thud of his boots echoing against the stone walls. Tahmina pressed herself against the intricately carved calligraphy, her breath shallow, her heart hammering in her chest. Arabic verses about divine mercy looked down at her like silent witnesses, their golden inlays glinting faintly in the dim light. The ankle bells hung heavy and treacherous around her feet, each one a potential betrayer. One wrong movement, one careless step, and the silver chimes would ring out, shattering the fragile silence. "Check the private quarters," a voice commanded harshly from the courtyard. "Make sure nothing's disturbed."

The footsteps resumed, moving across floors worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims. The air carried the scent of leather polish and sword oil—sharp, military odors that reminded her of the stakes at hand. The intelligence spread across the tables in the chamber could save their lives, allowing them to evade Mughal patrols and stay one step ahead of their pursuers. If they ever escaped this place.

She lifted one foot carefully, the silk lehenga whispering faintly against the wall. Her bare ankle brushed the cold marble, sending a shiver up her spine. The silver ghungroos shifted but didn’t chime. "Everything secure here," the guard called back, his voice slightly muffled. "No signs of disturbance." But he hadn’t checked the shadows where ancient prayer niches carved into the walls created perfect hiding places. 

Outside, the sound of steel ringing against steel cut through the mountain air. Prithviraj and Iskandar, locked in their deadly dance of blades. Each clash echoed off the stone walls like thunder in a confined space, the vibrations palpable even in the chamber. "Lovely technique!" someone shouted from the crowd. "The prince hasn’t forgotten his training!"

The audience was thoroughly engrossed, their voices a chaotic blend of bets, encouragement, and crude commentary. Politics had been reduced to primal entertainment, the intricacies of power distilled into a simple clash between two skilled warriors. 

Tahmina’s eyes darted across the visible documents, her mind racing as she committed details to memory. Routes from Kashgar through the Tibetan passes. Agents stationed in monastery towns. Gold distributed to local informants. The network was vast, sophisticated, and deadly. Her fingers itched to take more, but she couldn’t risk the noise. 

"First blood to Mirza sahib!" came the announcement, the words slicing through her focus like a blade.

Her heart stuttered. If Prithviraj was seriously injured, their entire plan would collapse. He wasn’t just fighting for personal honor—he was buying time with his own blood.

A new sound reached her ears, faint at first but growing louder with each passing moment. Not the clash of swords, nor the roar of the crowd. Running water. "What’s that noise?" someone asked in the courtyard, their voice tinged with unease.

"Storm runoff," another replied dismissively. "This time of year, the rain often creates flash floods. Nothing unusual." But the sound was increasing too rapidly, its volume swelling beyond what normal drainage could account for. This was something more dangerous. 

The guard moved away from the chamber entrance, drawn by the unusual sound. A perfect opportunity. 

She lifted the heavy silk of her skirt and stepped carefully between the scattered maps, each movement calculated to avoid betraying her presence. The dance training she’d endured as a girl now proved invaluable—precise foot placement, controlled balance, the ability to move without a sound. A scroll caught her attention as she passed, its edges curling slightly from the damp air. Personnel lists, detailed descriptions of agents, their strengths, their weaknesses. Names she recognized from the Delhi court, faces she’d once trusted. Loyalties bought and sold like marketplace goods. Even the most trusted servants had their prices.

The sound of water became a roar, drowning out all else. "The shrine’s foundation wall!" Hazrat Daud’s voice carried a note of panic that made her stomach clench. "It’s cracking!"

Sudden shouting erupted in the courtyard, not the excited cheers of combat but genuine alarm. The kind of noise that preceded disaster. "Everyone out! Now!"

She grabbed two crucial maps and a list of agent contacts, stuffing them hastily inside her choli where the folds of silk would conceal the stolen documents. Evidence hidden against her heart. The ankle bells chimed softly as she moved quickly through the chamber—speed mattered more than stealth now.

In the main courtyard, chaos reigned. Water poured through cracks in the ancient walls, cascading down the stone like a living thing. The mountain storm had overwhelmed drainage systems built centuries ago, and the flash flood was steadily undermining the shrine’s very foundations. 

"The combat trial!" Prithviraj called out, his voice cutting through the chaos. "We haven’t finished!"

"Postponed," Iskandar replied tersely, blood running from a shallow cut on his sword arm. His face was pale but composed, his eyes hard. 

"Coward’s excuse," Prithviraj shot back, his tone biting.

"Even the bravest cannot fight floods with swords," Iskandar retorted, his voice cold. 

The Sufi master, Hazrat Daud, was directing evacuation efforts, his lined face eerily calm despite the pandemonium. "Take only essentials," he instructed, his voice steady. Water was ankle-deep in some areas, rising steadily as the mountain runoff found new channels through the walls. "Where’s the dancer?" someone asked, their voice tinged with panic.

All eyes scanned the courtyard for Tahmina, but she was already moving through the crowd, her red silk lehenga a beacon of visibility. "There!" a guard pointed, his voice sharp. "The woman in the costume!"

But pointing wasn’t capturing. The water swirled around everyone’s legs, creating a chaotic obstacle course. She reached Prithviraj as he gathered their meager possessions, his left shoulder showing a shallow cut from Iskandar’s blade. Not serious, but enough to slow him down. "Can you travel?" she asked quietly, her eyes scanning his face for signs of pain.

"I can move," he replied, his tone clipped but resolute.

"Good. Because we’re leaving. Now."

They joined the stream of evacuees flowing toward the shrine’s exit. Merchants grabbed whatever trade goods they could carry, their faces pale with fear. Soldiers secured weapons, their training keeping them somewhat composed amidst the chaos. The air was thick with the scent of damp stone and panic. "The horses!" Mirza Qasim shouted, his voice carrying over the din. "Save the animals!"

The stable building stood on higher ground, less threatened by the rising water, but the panic made the horses difficult to handle. They neighed and reared as people rushed around their stalls, their eyes wild with fear. The black mare, however, stood calmly amid the chaos, her dark coat gleaming in the dim light. She seemed almost serene, as if waiting for familiar hands to guide her to safety.

"This way," Prithviraj said, his voice low but firm. He led the mare through the throng of frightened people and panicked animals, his movements deliberate despite the chaos. 

"The lower trail," Hazrat Daud appeared beside them, his robes soaked and clinging to his frame. His face was pale but his eyes were steady. "Follow the old pilgrimage path. It leads to higher ground."

"I can never thank you enough," Tahmina said, her voice choked with emotion.

"Thank the divine forces that sent this flood," he replied, his tone gentle but firm. "Now go, and may you find safety."

They followed his directions down the steep, narrow trail, the mare picking her way carefully between loose rocks and hidden obstacles. Her sure feet found purchase where humans would have slipped, her calm demeanor a stark contrast to the chaos they’d left behind. The shouting continued in the distance, the faint sound of orders being barked over the roar of the water.

"They’ll follow us," Prithviraj said, his voice grim.

"Eventually," Tahmina replied, her eyes scanning the path ahead. "The flood bought us time."

"How much time?"

"Enough," she said, her voice firm. 

The stolen maps rustled against her chest with each movement, a tangible reminder of the intelligence they now carried. Knowledge that could transform their fugitive status from reactive to proactive. In a world where they were hopelessly outnumbered, information was their greatest weapon. "Did you find useful information?" Prithviraj asked, his tone casual but his eyes sharp.

"Very useful," she replied, a small smile tugging at her lips. "Patrol schedules. Safe houses. Agent networks. Everything we need to stay ahead of the hunt."

"Worth the risk?"

"Worth everything if it keeps us alive," she said, her voice firm. "Sometimes dangerous thinking is the only kind that works."

They climbed steadily through terrain that grew more rugged with each step. The pine trees of the lower slopes gave way to bare rock, the air growing noticeably thinner. The mare’s breathing became labored, her sides heaving with the effort. "How much higher can we go?" Tahmina asked between deep breaths, her face flushed from exertion.

"Until the air becomes too thin to sustain life," Prithviraj replied, his tone matter-of-fact.

"Encouraging," she said dryly, her lips twitching despite the gravity of their situation.

"Realistic," he countered. "Mountains don’t care about human ambitions."

"Then we find sanctuary before that point," she said, her voice steady despite the thin air clawing at her lungs. Her fingers tightened around the mare’s reins, the rough texture grounding her as she scanned the jagged horizon. The mountains loomed above them, their peaks shrouded in mist, indifferent to the lives of those who dared to trespass their domain. 

Prithviraj adjusted the strap of his satchel, his movements deliberate but slowed by the weight of exhaustion. His left shoulder, though bandaged, still throbbed with every step. "Sanctuary," he echoed, his tone dry. "In these mountains, sanctuary is a luxury we can’t afford. We’ll be lucky to find a cave shallow enough not to house a snow leopard."

Tahmina shot him a sideways glance, her lips curving into a faint smile despite their dire situation. "Always the optimist," she remarked, her voice light but laced with steel. "But even snow leopards need to sleep. We’ll find somewhere to rest, even if it’s just for a few hours."

The mare snorted softly, her ears twitching as if in agreement. She plodded forward, her hooves finding purchase on the uneven terrain with the ease of an animal born to these heights. Tahmina patted her neck, murmuring soft words of encouragement. The mare’s calm presence was a stark contrast to the chaos they’d left behind, a reminder that even in the wildest places, there was a semblance of order.

The trail narrowed, forcing them to walk single file. Prithviraj took the lead, his sharp eyes scanning the rocks for signs of danger. Water trickled down from the higher slopes, carving thin veins into the stone. The air grew colder, biting through their damp clothes with each gust of wind. "This path," Tahmina said, her voice breaking the silence, "it’s not just a pilgrimage route, is it?"

Prithviraj shook his head. "It’s a smuggler’s trail. Used by traders and outlaws alike to avoid the main roads. If we’re lucky, we’ll find a dugout or a hidden shelter along the way."

"If we’re lucky," Tahmina repeated softly, her gaze lingering on the distant peaks. Luck had never been their ally, but perhaps, just this once, the mountains would grant them a reprieve.

The sound of rushing water grew louder, not from a flood this time, but from a narrow stream cutting through the rocks. Its crystal-clear waters sparkled in the fading light, a small oasis in the harsh landscape. "We’ll stop here," Prithviraj decided, his voice firm. "The horses need water, and we need to regroup."

Tahmina nodded, slipping off the mare’s back with practiced ease. Her legs felt unsteady beneath her, but she masked her weariness as she knelt by the stream, cupping the cold water in her hands. It tasted sharp and pure, a stark contrast to the stale rations they’d been surviving on. 

Prithviraj rummaged through their supplies, pulling out a map stained with water and wear. He spread it across a flat rock, his finger tracing the faint lines that marked their path. "If we follow this stream," he said, his voice low, "it should lead us to a plateau. From there, we can see for miles—spot any pursuit before it spots us."

Tahmina studied the map, her mind already calculating the risks. "And if the Mughals are already there?" she asked, her tone neutral.

"Then we find another way," he replied, his gaze meeting hers. 

A faint smile touched her lips, though her eyes remained serious. "Always the optimist," she murmured again, but this time, there was warmth in her voice.

The mare drank deeply from the stream, her dark coat gleaming in the twilight. The world around them was quiet, the only sounds the rush of water and the occasional cry of a distant bird. For a moment, it felt as though they were the only people left in the world, two wanderers bound by circumstance and a shared will to survive.

"Let’s move before it gets too dark," Prithviraj said, folding the map with practiced efficiency. "We’ll need to find shelter soon."

Tahmina nodded, her fingers brushing the hidden documents tucked against her chest. The maps and lists were more than just paper; they were their lifeline, their hope for freedom. As she mounted the mare, her resolve hardened. Whatever lay ahead, they would face it together. The mountains might be indifferent, but they were not powerless. 

They would carve their own path, even if it meant defying the earth itself.


Chapter 16
Monsoon and Moonlight


The stepwell appeared through driving rain like a vision from ancient dreams, its weathered columns emerging as if from a forgotten time. In the middle of a small green valley, steps carved into living rock descended into the earth, their edges softened by centuries of use. Prayer wheels hung silent on rusted chains, swaying faintly in the storm’s gust. Inside the main hall, bronze statues of Buddhist monks sat in eternal meditation, their serene faces missing eyes and broken fingers, yet still radiating an air of calm amidst the chaos.  

"Safer than the roads," Prithviraj said, his voice steady but carrying the weight of exhaustion. He tested a wooden beam with his shoulder, its ancient timber groaning but holding firm. "These walls have weathered worse storms." They had walked for hours through terrain made treacherous by the relentless rain. The mountain storm had given way to the valley monsoons, and now the downpour came in sheets, turning paths into rivers and rocks into slippery hazards.  

The black mare followed carefully, her hooves echoing faintly against the stone steps worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims and water carriers. Each level they descended brought them deeper into the stepwell’s sanctuary, a place that promised protection from both the storm and their pursuers. "Who built this place?" Tahmina asked, her voice soft against the roar of the rain. Water dripped from her hair, her cotton dupatta soaked and clinging to her shoulders.  

"Rajput kings, three centuries past," Prithviraj replied, his eyes scanning the intricate carvings that adorned every surface. "Before the Mughals came north and changed everything." He gestured to the dancing figures etched into the stone, gods and mortals intertwined in narratives that had survived wars and conquests. "Built to store monsoon water through dry seasons. Engineering disguised as art." His voice carried a hint of pride, a connection to a heritage that had persisted despite the odds.  

They reached a covered gallery twenty feet below ground, its arched openings providing air while the roof offered shelter from the rain. It was a perfect refuge for travelers caught in sudden storms. "No one searches stepwells during monsoons," Prithviraj said, his tone matter-of-fact. "Water rises fast. Flash floods can fill these chambers in minutes."  

As if summoned by his words, a loud crack of thunder split the sky. Lightning illuminated the walls in stark detail, casting long shadows that danced like the figures carved into the stone. The rain intensified, pounding against the earth with a fury that seemed almost personal. Water was already pooling at the bottom of the stepwell, silver mirrors expanding as runoff found its way into the ancient reservoir, rising slowly but steadily.  

They settled in an alcove decorated with images of Ganga, the river goddess. Her face remained serene through the chaos, a divine acceptance of forces beyond human control. "Your wound needs tending," Tahmina said, her eyes narrowing as she noticed the dark patches of blood soaking through Prithviraj’s cotton kurta. The gash from Iskandar’s blade during the trial had reopened, a reminder of the danger they were still in.  

"It will keep," he said, brushing off her concern with a wave of his hand.  

"Warriors die from infected wounds more often than enemy steel," she retorted, her voice firm. She opened her leather medical bag, its contents miraculously dry despite the storm. "Remove your shirt."  

He hesitated for a moment, then complied, pulling the torn garment over his head. The movement revealed the full extent of his injury—a clean but deep gash across his shoulder muscle. "This will hurt," she warned, pouring rose water over the wound.  

He didn’t flinch, though his jaw tightened. "You’re gentler than most battlefield surgeons," he remarked, his tone light despite the pain.  

"I’m not trying to patch you up before the next charge," she said, her hands moving with careful precision as she cleaned away the dried blood and mountain dust. "Hold still."  

The turmeric paste she applied smelled sharp and earthy, a familiar remedy that would prevent infection while promoting healing. Her touch was expert yet intimate, the act of healing requiring trust and vulnerability. "There," she said finally, but she didn’t move away. Her hands lingered on his chest, feeling the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath the scarred skin.  

"Your touch undoes me," he said quietly, his voice barely audible over the rain.  

"I’m treating your wound," she replied, though her tone softened.  

"We both know it’s more than that," he said, his hand covering hers where it rested against his chest. "This pull between us—it has nothing to do with medicine."  

"That’s dangerous thinking," she said, her voice tinged with caution. "We’re fugitives, not lovers meeting in some garden pavilion."  

"More dangerous than dancing in enemy camps to steal intelligence?" he countered, a faint smile playing on his lips.  

"That was for survival," she insisted.  

"Was it? Or was it love making you brave enough to protect what mattered?"  

The water level was rising visibly now, the silver mirrors at the bottom of the stepwell expanding into a lake that climbed the walls with each passing moment. "We should move higher," she said, her eyes darting to the rising water.  

"The storm will pass. The water will recede," he said, pulling her closer. "I’m exactly where I want to be."  

"Trapped in a flooding stepwell?" she asked, her voice tinged with both humor and concern.  

"With you," he replied simply. "Everything else is just weather."  

Lightning illuminated his face—the high cheekbones, the strong jaw, the eyes that held depths she was still discovering. This was a man worth risking everything for.  

"Tell me about your life before the wars," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.  

"It was… simple," he said, his gaze distant. "Training with weapons masters. Learning statecraft from my father. Preparing to inherit a kingdom I thought would last forever."  

"Were you happy?"  

"I thought so," he admitted. "Until I learned the difference between contentment and joy."  

"Which is?" she asked, her eyes searching his.  

"Contentment accepts what exists. Joy celebrates what’s possible," he said, his voice soft but filled with conviction.  

Thunder rumbled more distantly now, the storm beginning to pass, but the emotional storm clouds between them were gathering. "I’ve never felt this way," she whispered, her voice trembling.  

"How do you feel?" he asked, his hand brushing a strand of wet hair from her face.  

"Complete," she said, her voice steady despite the storm raging outside. "Like all the pieces of myself finally fit properly." She traced the edge of his bandage, her touch lingering. "The night you were whipped, watching you protect me—that’s when I knew."  

"Kned what?"  

"That I would follow you anywhere. Even to death."  

"Even to exile? To life without the certainty you’ve always known?"  

"Safety is worthless without love," she said, the words escaping before caution could stop them.  

His eyes softened, and he leaned closer, his face inches from hers. "May I kiss you?"  

She didn’t answer with words—instead, she closed the distance between them. Their lips met gently at first, then with growing confidence as passion overrode caution. The kiss tasted of rain and danger and hope, of all the unspoken words that had passed between them. The images surrounding them seemed to approve—dancing figures frozen in eternal celebration, divine love expressed through human connection.  

When they separated, the storm had passed completely. Stars peeked through the clearing clouds, and moonlight returned to illuminate the stepwell’s glory. "We should rest," he said, his voice gentle but firm. "Dawn will come soon."  

"What then?" she asked, her fingers still brushing against his arm.  

"Finding food. Avoiding capture," he replied, his tone practical but not without warmth.  

"Any safe options?"  

"Safety is illusion," he said, a faint smile playing on his lips.  

"Do you trust me completely?"  

"With my life," he replied without hesitation.  

They settled against the pillars to rest, the stone cool but not uncomfortable, ancient architecture designed for human needs as well as beauty. "Sleep," he said, his hand brushing her shoulder. "I’ll keep watch."  

"We keep each other safe," she replied, her voice soft but firm. "That’s how this works."  

"Is that what we are? Partners?"  

"We’re people who’ve chosen each other," Tahmina said, her voice steady but soft, as though testing the weight of the words. Her eyes met his, and for a moment, the world outside the stepwell seemed to vanish—no storm, no pursuers, no impending danger. Just the two of them, surrounded by ancient carvings and the faint echo of dripping water.  

Prithviraj’s expression softened, his usual sharpness replaced by something quieter, more vulnerable. "Chosen each other, despite everything," he echoed, his voice barely above a whisper. He reached for her hand, his rough fingers intertwining with hers. "I would choose you, Tahmina, in every lifetime. In every storm."  

She smiled faintly, the warmth in her chest spreading despite the chill of the damp air. "Even if it means living like this? Always on the run, never knowing what the next day will bring?"  

"Especially then," he said without hesitation. "You make the uncertainty feel worth it. The danger, the struggle—it all fades when I’m with you."  

Her fingers tightened around his, a silent acknowledgment of the truth in his words. They sat in silence for a moment, the sound of the receding rain echoing softly through the chambers of the stepwell. The rising water had begun to ebb, leaving behind a shallow pool that reflected the moonlight filtering through the arches above.  

"Do you ever wonder what we’re fighting for?" she asked, her gaze drifting to the dancing figures carved into the walls. The stories they told—of love, of sacrifice, of resilience—felt closer to her heart now than ever before.  

"For freedom," he said simply. "Not just for ourselves, but for the people who will never have a voice if we don’t stand against tyranny."  

She nodded, though her thoughts lingered on his words. "And what about us? Where do we fit into all of it?"  

"We fit wherever we choose to," he replied, his voice firm. "We’re writing our own story, Tahmina. Not bound by the expectations of others or the chains of the past. We’re free to make our own path."  

Her heart swelled at his words, a quiet exhilaration bubbling within her. For so long, she had lived within the confines of duty and tradition, but now, with him, she felt the boundaries dissolving, replaced by the promise of something new—something entirely their own.  

"Dawn isn’t far," she said softly, glancing toward the faint light beginning to seep through the cracks in the stone. "We should prepare."  

He nodded, though his grip on her hand didn’t loosen. "Whatever comes next, we face it together."  

"Together," she repeated, the word a vow as much as a promise.  

They rose slowly, their movements in sync, as though they had shared a lifetime of silent understanding. Tahmina gathered her soaked dupatta, wringing out the excess water, while Prithviraj adjusted the bandage on his shoulder, testing the limits of the wound.  

"Do you think they’ll follow us here?" she asked, her voice low as she glanced toward the entrance of the stepwell.  

"It’s possible," he admitted. "But they’ll have a harder time tracking us through the storm’s aftermath."  

"We’ll need to move quickly," she said, her tone pragmatic, yet laced with determination. "Find higher ground before the sun rises."  

He nodded, his eyes scanning the chamber one last time. "There’s a path just east of here. It leads to a ridge with a view of the valley. If they’re coming, we’ll see them long before they see us."  

She trusted his instinct, the certainty in his voice grounding her. "Lead the way," she said, her voice firm despite the fatigue pulling at her limbs.  

As they ascended the steps, the weight of their choices settled between them, heavy but not unwelcome. They had chosen each other—not just as allies, but as partners, as equals. And in that choice, they had found a strength neither could have anticipated.  

The moonlight bathed the stepwell in a soft glow, its ancient beauty untouched by the storm. For a moment, Tahmina paused, her gaze lingering on the carvings one last time. The dancing figures seemed to smile at her, their silent approval a benediction for the path she had chosen.  
She turned to him, her resolve hardening. "I’m ready."  

Together, they stepped into the world beyond the stepwell. 


Chapter 17
The Merchant's Son

The saffron fields stretched like golden silk beneath morning sun. 
Tahmina breathed deeply as they rode through Kashmir's most valuable crop. The air carried spice so concentrated it made her eyes water. Delicate purple flowers released their precious stigmas in harvests that would feed trade routes across three continents. "Worth more than silver," Prithviraj said, guiding the black mare between irrigation channels. "Three stigmas per flower. Thousands of flowers per pound."
"My grandmother used a pinch in special medicines. Said it could lift spirits from the darkest places."
Workers moved through the fields with wicker baskets, their fingers plucking delicate threads with inherited skill. Women sang traditional songs while they labored, melodies that matched picking rhythms passed down through family lines. The stepwell seemed like another lifetime. Two days of travel through valley roads had brought them deeper into Kashmir's agricultural heart, away from mountain passes where Mughal troops concentrated their searches.
"We must be careful," Prithviraj said as buildings appeared ahead. "Farmers need extra income. Gold buys cooperation." The village was larger than it appeared from distance. Three main streets formed a triangle around a central marketplace where wooden stalls displayed local produce. Apples red as rubies. Walnuts still in their green husks. Honey clear as captured sunlight.
Children played between the vendors, their laughter carrying pure joy. Bare feet danced in dust that hadn't seen rain since yesterday's brief shower. An elderly woman approached their horse, her dupatta faded blue cotton worn soft by countless washings. Silver bangles clinked on thin wrists as she reached up to stroke the mare's neck. "Beautiful animal," she said in accented Hindi. "Local breeding mixed with mountain stock, I'd guess."
"You know horses," Prithviraj replied.
"My late husband bred them. Before the wars changed everything." Her eyes were sharp, intelligent, assessing. "I am Kamari. Travelers need food?" 
"We have silver."
"Silver is good. But hungry people are better. My granddaughter cooks well."
She led them through narrow streets paved with flat stones, houses pressing close in architecture designed for community rather than privacy. Her home was modest but spotless, copper pots gleaming on wooden shelves, handwoven carpets covering floors, everything arranged with care that transformed the essential into beauty. "Asha!" Kamari called. "Guests!"
A young woman emerged from the kitchen courtyard. Perhaps eighteen, her salwar kameez was simple green cotton but perfectly fitted. Long black hair hung in a single braid decorated with small silver bells that chimed softly when she moved. "Peace be upon you," Asha said, her voice carrying musical quality that suggested vocal training. "You honor our home."
"The honor is ours," Prithviraj replied. 
Soon aromas drifted from the cooking area, cumin and coriander roasting in hot oil, fresh bread baking in clay ovens, tea brewing with cardamom and cinnamon. Asha returned with crystal glasses filled with kahwa tea. The traditional Kashmiri blend was perfect, khawa green tea infused with saffron, almonds, and cardamom warming from tongue to stomach. "My mother taught me before her death," Asha said when Tahmina complimented the tea. "Allah's will. But her knowledge lives through my hands."
It was the same philosophy Tahmina had learned about medical practice. Knowledge through direct transmission. "You have healing skills?" Asha asked. "Would you examine my grandmother? She has pains she won't discuss."
"I'm fine," Kamari protested. "Old bones complain. Nothing serious."
"Naani, please. Her chest hurts when climbing stairs. Sometimes her lips turn blue."
Heart problems. Possibly serious ones. The symptoms suggested restricted blood flow. Tahmina checked the elderly woman's pulse, irregular rhythm, too fast. The kind of heartbeat that struggled against damaged valves. "Your heart is working too hard," she said gently. "How long since these symptoms started?"
"Months. Maybe longer. I don't pay attention to minor complaints."
"These aren't minor." From her medical bag, she pulled dried hawthorn berries. "Make tea from these. One spoonful per cup. Twice daily. It will ease the strain."
"Will it cure the problem?"
"It will help manage symptoms. Give you more comfortable years."
Kamari accepted the medicine gratefully. Her granddaughter's relief was obvious, two women who loved each other facing mortality with grace. "Share our midday meal," Asha said. "I've prepared rice with mutton curry."
"We should continue traveling," Prithviraj said diplomatically.
"A dangerous journey," Kamari warned. "Bandits control certain passes. The kind who target wealthy travelers."
"How do they identify wealthy travelers?"
"Good horses. Quality clothing. Medical supplies that suggest education." All of which described their current situation perfectly.
"Are there alternative routes?"
"Some longer paths through farming villages. Safer but slower. Several days longer, but you arrive alive rather than robbed. Or worse.
"Some merchants never reach Srinagar," Asha added quietly. "Their goods appear in local markets. Their bodies disappear."
"Any recent incidents?"
"Last month. Silk trader from Amritsar. A very careful man. Disappeared between here and the next valley."
A network of informants feeding intelligence to criminal gangs. The same pattern they'd seen with Mughal pursuit. "My nephew travels to Srinagar tomorrow," Kamari said. "A merchant caravan. Strength in numbers."
"For what price?"
"Medical services. His son has fever that hasn't broken for three days."
Another sick child. Another opportunity to heal in exchange for assistance. "I'll examine the boy," Tahmina said.
Asha led them through streets that showed increasing prosperity, larger houses, better-maintained courtyards, carvings that indicated successful merchants. They stopped at a three-story building decorated with wooden balconies jutting over the street. Intricate carving covered every surface, geometric patterns interwoven with floral motifs.
Inside, chaos reigned. Fabric samples covered wooden tables. Half-finished carpets hung from ceiling beams. Jewelry boxes overflowed with precious stones that caught lamplight like captured rainbows. "Uncle!" Asha called. "The healer!"
A large man emerged from behind stacks of merchandise. His beard was hennaed red according to fashion among successful merchants. Gold threads glittered in his silk vest. "I am Mahmud," he said. "You're the physician? My son burns with fever. Local hakeem tried everything."
They climbed wooden stairs that creaked with age, scents of sandalwood and rose oil filled the air. The sick child lay on silk cushions in a room overlooking the central courtyard. Perhaps ten years old, his face flushed with fever but breathing normally. "Four days," Mahmud said. "High temperature. Occasional vomiting. But he still drinks water."
The boy's pulse was rapid but strong. Skin hot but not dangerously so. The kind of fever that meant a viral infection rather than serious disease. "Several families report similar symptoms," Mahmud added when asked about other cases.
Multiple cases with similar presentation. Probably seasonal illness. "This should resolve naturally," she said, mixing fever-reducing herbs with honey. "Give him this twice daily. Small sips of water frequently. Only light foods when his appetite returns."
"Will he recover completely?"
"Almost certainly. Children heal quickly."
Relief flooded the merchant's face, his love for his son evident. "About escort to Srinagar," Mahmud said. "I leave tomorrow morning. Early. My caravan includes twelve camels and eight guards."
"Is that sufficient protection?" Prithviraj asked.
"Against ordinary bandits, yes."
"What do you carry?"
"Silk shawls. Persian carpets. Kashmiri jewelry. Items that wealthy people buy regardless of political conditions. Very valuable, which makes this caravan attractive to thieves. You provide medical services. I provide transportation. Fair exchange."
They returned to Kamari's house as afternoon shadows lengthened. The old woman was preparing dinner, rice cooked with saffron and almonds, vegetable curry fragrant with local spices. "They agreed to escort you?" she asked.
"Tomorrow morning," Asha replied."
"Good. Tonight you rest." They ate as the sun set behind mountain peaks. The saffron fields turned golden bronze in fading light. Workers finished their daily harvest. Children played final games before nightfall called them home.
"Beautiful country," Tahmina said.
"Beautiful and dangerous," Kamari replied. "Like many things worth loving. I speak from seventy years of watching people chase beauty, love, art, freedom, knowledge. All beautiful. All dangerous."
"Which did you chase?"  
Tahmina leaned forward, her elbows resting on the low wooden table, her eyes fixed on Kamari. The elderly woman’s face was a map of wrinkles, each line a testament to a life fully lived. The firelight from the hearth danced across her features, casting shadows that seemed to deepen her expression as she spoke.  
"Love, of course," Kamari replied without hesitation, her voice steady but softened by memory. She adjusted the edge of her dupatta, the fabric worn thin from years of use. "My husband was a horseman, as I told you. Not wealthy, but passionate. When he asked me to leave Delhi and come with him to these mountains, I didn’t think twice. I was young, foolish some would say. But I saw something in him—a kind of fire that matched my own."  
She paused, her gaze drifting to the window where the last light of the day painted the saffron fields in hues of amber and gold. "We built this life together. He worked with the horses, and I took care of the home. It was simple, but it was ours. Forty years we had. Forty years of laughter, arguments, and everything in between. And then, just like that, he was gone."  
Tahmina felt a lump rise in her throat. She glanced at Prithviraj, who was seated quietly beside her, his eyes reflecting the firelight. His silence spoke volumes, and she wondered if he, too, was thinking about their own uncertain future.  
"Any regrets?" Tahmina asked softly, her voice barely above a whisper.  
Kamari chuckled, a sound that was both warm and bittersweet. "None," she said firmly. "Better to dance in the flame of desire than to sit in the dark with a heart of stone. That’s what my mother used to say. And she was right. I’ve seen people who’ve spent their lives being cautious, always waiting for the right moment. But life doesn’t wait. It passes you by while you’re busy worrying about the cracks in the road."  
Asha, who had been quietly listening from the corner, stepped forward with a tray of steaming kahwa tea. The fragrant aroma filled the room, mingling with the scent of freshly baked bread from the kitchen. "Naani always says that love is the only thing worth chasing," she said, setting the tray down on the table. "But I think it’s more than that. It’s not just about love. It’s about passion—about living with your whole heart, no matter what."  
Kamari nodded, her silver bangles clinking softly as she reached for a cup of tea. "Exactly. Whether it’s love or art or freedom, you have to chase it fiercely. Otherwise, what’s the point?"  
Tahmina took a sip of the kahwa, letting the warmth spread through her. The spices—cardamom, cinnamon, and saffron—were comforting, grounding her in the moment. "And what about fear?" she asked. "Fear of losing what you’ve gained? Fear of failure?"  
Kamari’s eyes softened, and she placed a wrinkled hand over Tahmina’s. "Fear will always be there, child. But it’s not something to be avoided. It’s something to move through. When I lost my husband, I thought I’d never recover. The grief was like a storm that wouldn’t pass. But slowly, I learned to live with it. To carry it with me, not as a burden, but as a reminder of what we had. And that’s the thing—when you love deeply, you risk deeply. But it’s worth it. Every moment."  
Prithviraj shifted in his seat, his expression thoughtful. "And what about when the world seems set against you? When every path is fraught with danger?"  
Kamari’s gaze turned to him, and for a moment, it felt as though she could see straight into his soul. "That’s when you lean on the ones you love. That’s when you hold on to each other tighter. The world will always be uncertain. But love? Love is a constant. It’s the one thing they can’t take from you."  

Asha sat down beside her grandmother, her hands clasped in her lap. "That’s why Naani and I stay together," she said. "After my parents died, we became each other’s strength. Even when things get hard, we remind ourselves of what we’re fighting for."  
Tahmina felt a surge of emotion, her heart swelling with a mix of sorrow and hope. She thought of her own family, long gone, and the loneliness that had followed her for so many years. But now, sitting here with Prithviraj and these two women who had welcomed them into their home, she felt a sense of belonging she hadn’t known in a long time.  
"And what about you, Asha?" Tahmina asked, her voice gentle. "What do you chase?"  
Asha smiled, a hint of mischief in her eyes. "Music," she said. "Always music. My mother was a singer, and she taught me how to use my voice to tell stories. When I sing, I feel connected to her, to everything she was. It’s like she’s alive again, even if just for a moment."  
Kamari reached over and patted her granddaughter’s hand. "She has her mother’s voice. Clear as a bell, strong as the wind. When she sings, the whole village stops to listen."  
Asha blushed, clearly embarrassed by the praise. "It’s not that special," she murmured.  
"It is," Prithviraj said, his voice carrying a note of sincerity. "Music is a gift. It has the power to move hearts, to bring people together. It’s a kind of magic."  
Asha looked up at him, her eyes shining with gratitude. "Thank you," she said. "That means a lot."  
The room fell into a comfortable silence, the crackling of the fire the only sound. Outside, the last of the daylight had faded, and the saffron fields were now a sea of shadows under the moonlight. The air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of blooming flowers and smoke from distant fires.  
Kamari leaned back in her chair, her eyes half-closed as if lost in thought. "You know," she said after a while, "it’s not just about the big moments. It’s the small ones, too. The mornings when the sun hits the mountains just right. The evenings when the air is filled with the sound of laughter. Those are the moments you hold on to."  
Tahmina nodded, her mind drifting to the stepwell, to the way Prithviraj had held her as the storm raged around them. Those moments, fleeting though they were, had anchored her in a way nothing else could.  
"Life is a series of choices," Kamari continued, her voice soft but firm. "And every choice comes with its own set of challenges. But if you let fear dictate your decisions, you’ll end up with a life half-lived. Better to take the risk, to leap into the unknown, than to spend your days wondering what might have been."  
Prithviraj’s hand found Tahmina’s under the table, his fingers intertwining with hers. She squeezed his hand, a silent acknowledgment of the bond they shared.  
Asha stood up, picking up the empty teacups. "You should sleep soon," she said. "The caravan leaves at dawn, and it’s a long journey to Srinagar."  
Kamari nodded, her expression softening. "She’s right. You’ll need your strength. But before you go, remember this—whatever you’re chasing, whatever you’re fighting for, it’s worth it. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise."  
Tahmina felt a surge of resolve, Kamari’s words echoing in her mind. She thought of the stolen intelligence they carried, the plan they had to turn the tide against their enemies. It was dangerous, yes. But it was also necessary.  
As they prepared for bed, the house quieted down, the fire reduced to embers. Outside, the night was alive with the sounds of crickets and the distant howl of a jackal. Tahmina lay on the mat beside Prithviraj, her mind racing with thoughts of the journey ahead.  
"Do you think we’ll make it?" she whispered, her voice barely audible.  
Prithviraj turned to face her, his eyes steady in the dim light. "We will," he said. "Because we have to."  She nodded, his words a comfort in the darkness. And as she drifted off to sleep, she held on to the hope that Kamari’s wisdom had given her—the belief that no matter what lay ahead, it was worth it.  
To dance in the flame of desire, she thought, was better than sitting in the dark with a heart of stone.


Chapter 18
The Storm's Heart

Mahmud's caravan stretched single file along the narrow track carved into the hillside. "Storm coming," the merchant called from his position near the front. "A great one that will swallow the valley whole."
Tahmina pulled her cotton dupatta closer, the fabric already damp from humidity so thick it felt like breathing water. Around them, twelve camels loaded with precious cargo picked their way carefully down the dirt path. She rode her own camel, a sturdy beast that had carried her like a rolling ship on ocean swells. 
"How far to shelter?" Prithviraj asked. 
"Two hours to the next village, if Allah wills it and we move swiftly." Mahmud's reply held the weight of years traveling these routes. Thunder rumbled in the distance, not the sharp crack of storms, but the deep rolling sound of monsoons that could drop rivers from the sky. The landscape below was changing color as green fields turned silver where wind pressed against rice plants. Water channels that had been streams an hour ago were becoming torrents carrying mud and broken branches.
"The bridge," said Yusuf, one of Mahmud's guards. He pointed ahead with a weathered hand. "We must cross before the water claims it." The bridge spanned the valley's main river, an ancient construction with pointed arches that spoke of Mughal design. Built to last centuries, designed for normal water levels. But nothing was normal about the brown flood rushing beneath those arches.
"Dangerous crossing," observed another guard, his white beard marking him as a veteran of mountain trade. "I have watched such bridges vanish like smoke."
"We have no choice," Mahmud said, rain beginning to darken his woolen cloak. "The alternate route adds three days. In weather like this, three days means death."
The rain increased as they descended. What had been individual drops became sheets of water that turned the world gray. Visibility dropped to mere yards. The camels complained with deep throaty sounds that carried over the storm's roar. "Stay close!" Mahmud shouted above the growing wind. "Lose sight of your neighbor and you lose your life!"
The warning proved prophetic. Rain fell so heavily that each camel became a ghostly shape in the deluge. Tahmina rode directly behind Prithviraj, his broad shoulders providing some protection from the driving wind that threatened to tear her from her mount. "The bridge, can you see it?" she called.
"Barely. But it stands yet."
"For how long?"
"Long enough, God willing."
The structure loomed out of the rain like a ship emerging from fog. Water rushed through the arches with violent force, spray shooting twenty feet into the air where the current hit the bridge's foundations. But the stonework looked solid, massive blocks fitted with mortar that had weathered three centuries of monsoons. "First group across!" Mahmud ordered. "Four camels and two guards!"
The lead animals approached the bridge with obvious reluctance. Their wide feet found purchase on wet stone, and step by careful step, they made their way across the span that bucked and swayed under the water's assault. "The whole structure moves," Yusuf observed, pressing his hand against the bridge's approach. "The water tests its’ foundations."
Indeed, the entire bridge vibrated with each flood surge. Stone groaned against stone as mortar dust fell like snow from the joints between massive blocks. "Will it hold?" Tahmina asked, though she feared the answer.
"It has held for centuries," Mahmud replied, but doubt colored his voice. "Mughal engineers build for eternity."
"Eternity has a way of ending suddenly," Prithviraj said, studying the rising water.
The first group reached the far side safely, camels and guards barely visible through the rain but alive, intact, proof that crossing remained possible. The bridge groaned louder now, vibrations that could be felt through the soles of their feet. "Something changes," Yusuf said, kneeling by the bridge approach. He pressed his ear against wet stone. "The foundations shift beneath us."
Bad news delivered in calm professional tones. People that learned to discuss death like weather,just another hazard of traveling in difficult country. "How long before total failure?" Mahmud asked.
"Minutes. Perhaps less."
"Then we go now. All of us."
"Too much weight," Yusuf protested. "The bridge cannot bear the full caravan at once."
"It cannot bear partial loads either."
A terrible choice, risk everything on one crossing or guarantee failure through delay. Thunder crashed directly overhead as lightning turned the world white for an instant. In that flash, Tahmina saw the river rising even higher, brown water nearly level with the bridge deck. "The water reaches the roadway soon," Yusuf said. "We must decide."
Mahmud looked at his precious cargo, silk shawls representing months of profit, carpets that would feed his family for years, jewelry that could buy land and security. Then he looked at his people, at the strangers he'd promised safe passage. "Everyone crosses," he said. "Now."
They formed a line across the bridge with camels in the center for stability, people on the outside prepared to jump if the structure failed. The animals stepped onto wet stone, their complaints lost in the storm's fury. "Steady," Prithviraj said, his voice calm in the face of obvious danger. "One step, then another."
The bridge deck was slippery as ice. Water poured through gaps between stones as each footfall risked a deadly slip into the torrent below. Halfway across, the inevitable happened, a grinding crack echoed over the storm's noise, the deep rumble of stone separating from stone as foundations let go after centuries of faithful service. "Run!" Mahmud shouted.
But running on wet stone meant suicide. The best they could manage was controlled haste, quick careful steps that covered ground without courting disaster. Three-quarters across, almost safe, when the center arch collapsed.
Massive stones tumbled into the flood with impacts that shook the earth. A section of roadway twenty feet long simply vanished, gone in seconds along with everything standing on it. Two camels, their precious cargo, one guard who'd been leading them to safety, all swallowed by brown water without a trace. "Yusuf!" Mahmud screamed.
But the veteran guard was gone, swept away with the animals he'd tried to save. The river claimed everything with casual indifference as the remaining bridge section swayed like a tree in wind. Stones worked loose from their mortar beds as the collapse spread. "Move!" Prithviraj grabbed Tahmina's hand, pulling her forward as the roadway cracked beneath their feet.
They reached solid ground just as the rest of the bridge gave way. Ancient stonework that had stood since Emperor Akbar's time became rubble in heartbeats. "My merchandise," Mahmud said, his voice hollow. "All of it. Gone."
Two camels had made it across with the remnants of his caravan. Everything else lay buried under tons of stone and water. "At least we breathe," said Asha, Mahmud's niece, her voice shaking. "We could have died with them."
"Life without the means to live it. What is that?" Mahmud asked the rain.
"Life is what we build after losing everything," Prithviraj said quietly. "I know this truth."
The storm was lessening, still raining hard but without the apocalyptic fury of the previous hour. They could see each other clearly now, count survivors, assess damage. Seven people had made it across. Five had been lost with the bridge. "Where do we go?" asked Rashid, the youngest guard. He couldn't have been more than twenty, this probably his first disaster.
"Higher ground," Mahmud said. "Away from flood zones."
"There." Asha pointed to rocky outcrops a quarter-mile away. "Shelter."
The formations offered protection from wind and rain, caves carved by ages of water erosion. But reaching them meant crossing more flooded ground, and Prithviraj was limping badly. His old shoulder wound had reopened during the frantic escape, blood staining his cotton shirt in expanding patterns. "You're hurt," Tahmina said.
"Just pulled stitches. Nothing that won't heal."
"Let me see."
She opened her medical bag despite the downpour. The leather was soaked but the contents remained dry, rose water for cleaning, turmeric paste for healing, bandages that might stay clean long enough to be useful. "Sit," she ordered, indicating a boulder worn smooth by flowing water.
"We need to keep moving."
"We need to stop the bleeding first. Otherwise you'll collapse before we reach safety." He settled on the stone as she examined the wound. Fresh blood mixed with rainwater in pink streams that ran down his arm. The gash was deeper than she'd thought, old combat damage complicated by physical stress.
"Bad?" he asked.
"Manageable. If you rest after this."
"Rest is a luxury we cannot afford."
She cleaned the wound with rose water that turned red instantly, then applied turmeric paste. His sharp intake of breath was controlled, pain accepted without complaint, the discipline of a warrior trained to function despite injuries. "Tahmina," he said quietly.
Something in his voice made her look up from her work. His dark eyes held depths she was still learning to read. "Thank you for staying. For choosing this."
"I chose you. The path came with the choice."
The bandage went around his shoulder in careful layers, each wrap securing the healing paste in place. Her hands worked efficiently despite the rain and her own exhaustion. "Better," she said.
"Much better. Your touch carries healing."
"No magic. Just knowledge passed down through generations of women."
Thunder rumbled more distantly now. The worst of the storm was moving past them, but the damage was done. Rivers would remain high for days. Travel would be impossible until waters receded. "We're stranded," Mahmud said, watching the flood levels. "No bridges within fifty miles. No boats that could handle this current."
"For how long?" Rashid asked.
"A week. Maybe more. Depends on how much rain fell in the mountains."
The caves were closer now, dark openings that promised protection. Natural shelter that had protected travelers for thousands of years. "Help me with his other arm," Tahmina told Asha. They supported Prithviraj across the remaining distance, his weight leaning heavily against them. Blood loss was taking its toll despite the bandages. He needed rest, food, time to recover.
The cave mouth was large enough for their entire group with a dry floor covered by centuries of sand and debris. Back chambers extended deep into the hillside–perfect refuge. "Fire," Mahmud ordered. "Before the cold kills us."
"With what fuel?" Rashid asked. "Everything's soaked."
"Camel dung burns even when wet. Plus whatever dry wood we can find inside."
They gathered in the cave entrance while rain continued outside, seven survivors sharing whatever supplies had made it across the doomed bridge. Meager resources for an indefinite stay. "Food inventory," Mahmud said. "What do we have?"
"Rice for three days," Asha reported. "If we eat sparingly. Dried meat for two days. Maybe three if we stretch it. Tea for a week."
"Water isn't our problem," Tahmina observed. "We have more water than we can use."
Mahmud frowned. "Clean water is the problem. Flood water carries disease."
"I can treat water. Boiling purifies," Tahmina replied
After a time she settled beside Prithviraj, checking his bandage. "Rest now. Your body needs time to replace lost blood."
"What about food gathering? Shelter improvement? The hundred tasks necessary for survival?"
"Let others handle those. Your job is healing."
"Orders from my physician?"
"Suggestions from someone who loves you."
The words slipped out before she could stop them, love admitted publicly, in front of strangers who might judge or gossip. But none of the survivors seemed surprised. Perhaps their feelings had been obvious despite attempts at discretion.
"Then I'll follow my physician's orders," he said with a smile.
She cupped his cheek in her hand. "Wise man." 
Chapter 19
The Assassin's Bargain

Tahmina woke to hoofbeats echoing outside the cave system. Multiple riders. Her medical bag lay beside her on the sandy floor where she'd been treating Prithviraj's shoulder wound through the night. "Company," Mahmud whispered from his watch position near the cave entrance. "Armed men, twenty or more."
"Bandits?" Rashid asked, his hand finding the tulwar at his side. The blade whispered against its wooden scabbard.
"Too well-equipped. These are professionals who sell their swords to the highest bidder." Through the cave mouth, she could see riders positioning themselves around the rocky outcrop. Mercenaries wearing mismatched armor, their movements speaking of campaigns fought in distant lands. The kind of men who followed gold rather than honor.
"Any escape routes back here?" Prithviraj asked, his voice weak but alert. Blood loss had taken its toll, but his mind remained sharp as a blade.
"None that lead to freedom," Asha said. She'd been exploring the back chambers during the night. "The cave goes deep but offers no other openings to the world above."
"Then we face them here."
Outside, a voice called in accented Hindi, each word carefully chosen. "People of the cave! Come into the light peacefully! Those who cooperate need fear no harm from my men!"
"The words of a liar," Mahmud said quietly. "Mercenaries don't keep prisoners—too expensive to feed."
"Perhaps they seek us rather than random victims," Tahmina said, cold understanding settling in her chest.
"Meaning what, exactly?"
"Meaning Iskandar's reach extends farther than we imagined. The storm and bridge collapse bought us time, not freedom."
Mahmud turned his creased face turned toward them with dawning comprehension. "You two—this hunt is for you."
"We cannot know that with certainty."
"I know enough. A young couple traveling without family guard, expensive medical supplies, fighting skills. You're not the merchants you claimed to be."
"What would you have us do?"
"Whatever keeps my family breathing. I've lost my wealth to the flood—I won't sacrifice my niece for strangers, no matter how noble their cause."
"We understand your position," Prithviraj said, respect coloring his weak voice.
"Do you? Because if surrendering you saves Asha, I'll bind you myself and deliver you to their captain."
"And if it fails to save her?"
"Then we all die as one, and may Allah forgive our failures."
The voice outside called again, patience wearing thin. " Emerge now or we enter and drag you into the light!"
"What's our path?" Tahmina asked.
Pirthviraj stood up. "Survival is the only path that matters. Everything else is luxury for the dead."
They moved toward the cave entrance, seven people against twenty armed mercenaries. But as they approached the opening, Tahmina's hand found her medical bag, fingers touching the silver scalpel Prithviraj had given her. Could she kill to preserve life? The question burned in her chest like fever. Healers took oaths to preserve life, but what of lives threatened by evil men? Did mercy extend to murderers?
"Hands!" the leader shouted as they emerged. "No sudden movements, or my archers will paint these rocks with your blood!"
Sunlight stabbed their eyes after hours in darkness. The mercenaries had positioned themselves with precision, composite bows aimed from multiple angles. Escape was impossible. The leader dismounted from a black stallion, his movements arrogant. A tall man with gray-streaked beard, his well-made leather armor marred by battle damage. A professional killer who'd survived through skill and fortune. "I am Captain Darius," he announced, his voice carrying the authority of command. "We seek two individuals—a healer woman and a Rajput warrior. Surrender them peacefully, and the rest of you see another sunset."
"What guarantee do we have?" Mahmud asked.
"The word of a man who profits from reputation."
"And if we refuse your generous offer?"
"Then everyone dies slowly, and we extract our information through methods that would make a torturer weep."
Darius walked closer to their group, his eyes studying each face with interest. Looking for tells, signs of deception, sparks of recognition. "You," he pointed at Tahmina. "Step forward into the light."
"Why single me out?"
"Because you carry healer's tools. Because you've been treating fresh wounds, and you match the description my employer provided with such loving detail."
Her stomach dropped. How did he know about Prithviraj's injuries? Who had provided such detailed intelligence? "I treat all who need healing—it's the way of my calling."
"Noble sentiment. Also dangerously naive. Healing enemies creates complications."
"I don't have enemies."
"Everyone has enemies, girl. Some just haven't learned their names yet."
He gestured to his men, and two bows swung to cover her. One wrong move would put arrows through her chest. "Your name?"
"Fatima."
"Your real name."
"That is my real name."
"Perhaps. But not the name your enemies whisper in dark corners."
Captain Darius walked around their group like a merchant evaluating livestock. His boots squelched in mud left by the night's rain, each step deliberate, calculated, designed to intimidate. "The Rajput," he said suddenly. "Show me your shoulders."
Prithviraj didn't move. "Why would I do such a thing?"
"Because my employer described scars—battle wounds from Haldighati. Whip marks."
"Many warriors carry scars from service."
"Not many carry those scars arranged in that particular pattern."
"What if I refuse your request?"
"Then my men remove your shirt for you, and they lack a healer's gentle touch." Four bows aimed at Prithviraj now.
"Show him," Tahmina said quietly.
"Why help them identify me?"
"Because dead men protect no one."
Sound reasoning, but painful to accept. Now their survival required cooperation with enemies. Prithviraj pulled his torn kurta over his head, revealing the bandages she'd applied during the night. Fresh blood stained the cotton wrappings, evidence of recent treatment. "Remove the bandages," Darius ordered.
"Those wounds need protection," Tahmina protested. "Exposure risks infection. "
"Infection is tomorrow's problem."
She unwrapped the cotton strips carefully, each layer revealing more damage. Sword cuts from the combat trial, whip marks from their escape attempt, scars that told the story of his recent suffering. "Perfect match," Darius said with satisfaction. "Prince Prithviraj of Mewar and now my prisoner."
"I'm no one's prisoner."
"You're everyone's prisoner now. The question is who pays highest for return delivery."
"What do you mean?"
"Multiple parties bid for your capture. Mughal forces want you dead, your betrothed wants you alive, others want you simply gone from the board."
"Others?"
"Political considerations beyond your comprehension."
They were valuable commodities in someone else's game. "What happens to our companions?" Tahmina asked.
"That depends on their cooperation and their usefulness to my employer."
"They're innocent travelers."
"No one is innocent in this world. Everyone chooses sides eventually."
Darius pulled a leather pouch from his belt, gold coins spilling into his palm like liquid sunlight. More money than most people saw in lifetimes. "Payment for information," he said. "Who among you has something valuable to sell?"
Silence stretched between captives and captors. Nobody spoke, nobody moved. Fear made statues of living people. "No volunteers? Disappointing but expected."
He gestured to his men, who began binding prisoners with rope and iron. "Careful with the woman," he ordered. "She's valuable intact. Damaged goods lose market price."
"And the prince?"
Darius gave an evil grin. "Alive but not necessarily comfortable. He needs an incentive to cooperate." One of the mercenaries approached with a curved dagger, the blade gleaming with and oily sheen that didn't look natural. 
Poison.
"Final chance," Darius said. "Information given saves everyone pain."
"We've told you everything," Mahmud said desperately, twisting his fingers into a knot.
"You've told me nothing useful. When did they join your caravan? Where were you taking them?"
"They needed medical care, nothing more."
"Medical care from a fugitive healer? Convenient."
The poisoned blade moved closer to Prithviraj's exposed skin. One scratch would introduce toxins into his bloodstream. "Wait," Tahmina said.
"Yes?"
"I'll answer your questions, but leave him unharmed."
"What can you tell me that he cannot?"
"Medical information about treatments he received, medicines that might interact badly with poison."
"Meaning what, exactly?"
"Meaning, if you kill him he's worthless to your employer. Then you won’t get paid." She used clever reasoning, using their greed against their cruelty. 
Darius’ eyes sparked with interest. "Continue."
"He has heart damage from old wounds. Poison affects hearts differently. Too much kills instantly, too little has no effect."
"And the right amount?"
"Weakens without killing. Makes him manageable for transport." Complete fabrication, but spoken with medical authority that sounded convincing. Healers knew about poison interactions—their expertise deserved respect.
"What do you recommend?"
"A scratch on the thigh, away from major blood vessels. Enough toxin to enter his system without being fatal."
"Why say this?"
"Because torture damages valuable property. Medical advice protects your investment."
The mercenary with the poisoned blade looked to his captain for orders. Darius considered the proposal with a commercial mind, profit versus cruelty. "Do it," he decided. "But exactly as she described. We need him alive for delivery."
The blade touched Prithviraj's thigh, just broke the skin. Delivered poison in measured dose rather than lethal quantity. He winced but didn't cry out. "There," the mercenary said. "Done."
"How long before effects show?" Darius asked.
"Minutes for weakness, hours for full impact," Tahmina lied. "He'll be conscious but compliant."
"Excellent. Load him on a horse. We have a delivery schedule to maintain." But as they lifted Prithviraj onto one of their mounts, Tahmina moved closer. Pretended to check his bindings while her hands touched his wrists where rope cut into skin.
"Trust me," she whispered.
"Always," he whispered back. His voice was already weaker. Whether from poison or blood loss, she couldn't tell. But his eyes remained alert, aware, ready for whatever opportunity might arise.
"And the others?" she asked Darius.
"Witnesses are loose ends. My employer dislikes loose ends."
"You said cooperation would save them."
"I said it might save them."
The casual mention of murder made her stomach tighten. These people had shown them kindness, shared food and shelter, protected them from floods and bandits. Now they would die for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Could she kill to save them? The question burned brighter now, more desperate. "Where are you taking us?" she asked.
"Somewhere private, where questions get answered properly."
"And after that?"
"After that depends on how much our employer values damaged goods."
"I thought you said I was valuable intact."
"Valuable doesn't mean unmarked. Pain teaches cooperation."
They were loaded onto horses like cargo—valuable cargo but cargo nonetheless. Property to be delivered in acceptable condition, nothing more. But as they rode away from the cave, Tahmina's hand found the medical bag tied to her horse's saddle. Her fingers touched the silver scalpel hidden among her healing tools. 
The question wasn't whether she could kill to save them. The question was whether she was fast and ruthless enough. Whether love could make a healer into an assassin. The morning sun climbed higher as they rode through country still flooded from the night's storm. Behind them, smoke rose from the direction of the cave.
Mahmud and his family were probably dead.
Which meant she and Prithviraj were next.


Chapter 20
Storm in the Ship's Hold

The room was stifling hot and airless, moss tinged stonework barely visible in the dark. Two figures lay trussed up on the grimy floor like animals ready for slaughter, yet the gleam of a silver blade glimmered briefly in the hand of the smaller figure. A silver surgeon’s knife. Easy to conceal well. It had taken quite some time for her to retrieve it from her inner garments, not an easy task with bound wrists. The silver instrument felt warm in her hands, her tool of healing now a desperate attempt at freedom. The rope came apart in Tahmina’s hands like rotted silk. 
Tahmina had worked at the knots for hours, in order to gain enough movement to reach the scalpel. Her fingers were raw from pulling at hemp fibers that had refused to yield, but the blade made quick work of what patience could not accomplish. "Praise God," Prithviraj flexed his hands, blood flowing back into fingers turned white by tight binding. "You’ve done it," he said, his voice low and steady, though his eyes betrayed the strain they’d both endured. 
"The guards remain outside our door." She kept her voice just above a whisper, her eyes darting to the heavy wooden barrier that separated them from their captors. The air in the room was thick with the scent of damp stone and fear, and the sound of their breathing seemed unnaturally loud in the oppressive silence. 
Through the narrow window, she could see fires burning in the courtyard below. Mercenaries gathered around flames that cast dancing shadows on stone walls. Their voices drifted upward on night air thick with coming rain. "Another storm over the lake," one guard said. "The roads will be impassable." 
"Good. Prisoners who try to flee will drown in the mud." The words brought a strange comfort. Weather that would conceal their movements while slowing pursuit. If they could escape this tower alive. 
The door was solid oak reinforced with iron bands. Solid construction meant to keep prisoners secure. But prisons worked both ways. Guards inside were as trapped as those outside. "Two men watch us." Prithviraj said. "Maybe more on the stairs below." 
She pressed her ear against the wooden door. "I heard them speak of their intentions. What they mean to do before delivering me to their master." 
Mercenaries had appetites beyond gold. Beautiful prisoners presented temptations. "Then we leave when the storm breaks." His voice carried the weight of old battles. "Two guards first. The others can wait." 
She turned the knife in her palm. Small enough to hide, sharp enough to kill. A physician's tool turned to darker purpose. "I have never taken a life." The admission came in a whisper. "My hands were made to heal, not harm." 

Prithviraj held her cheek gently. "I have killed many men. The weight of it never lessens, only spreads across more nights of poor sleep." 
"Tell me how it must be done." 
"Swift as striking serpent. Once you begin, doubt becomes death." 
"And if my courage fails?" 
"Then mine must serve us both. But you are smaller, less threatening. They will not suspect violence from a healer." 
Rain began falling outside. First drops became steady drumming on ancient stones. The storm was building as the guards predicted. "Now?" She moved to the window, watching water cascade from broken gutters. "Let the rain grow heavy." 
They settled against opposite walls. The stone was cold beneath her body, worn smooth by centuries of imprisoned hands. Perhaps the stone held secrets of people who found freedom when hope seemed lost. "Speak to me of the lake they mentioned." She needed a distraction from what lay ahead. 
"Wular Lake. The largest in all Kashmir. Its waters connect to rivers that flow through different valleys." 
"Rivers that can lead to our freedom." 
"First we must survive this storm." The honesty was brutal but necessary. "During monsoons, the lake becomes a graveyard for the unwary." 
But graveyards were preferable to torture chambers. Water offered possibilities. "How far?" 
"Five miles through country that floods during heavy rains." 
Thunder rolled across the hills like war drums. The storm was strengthening. Perfect timing. Through the door, she could hear the guards complaining about weather. About standing watch in rain while officers remained dry. About the unfairness of common soldiers bearing discomfort so that better men might rest. "One of them is moving away." Prithviraj's ear was pressed to the door. "Footsteps on the stairs." 
"Leaving only one." 
"Much better odds. But a scream would alert the courtyard." 
She gripped the knife tighter. A healing blade about to become murder weapon. The irony tasted bitter as unripe fruit. "I am no killer." The words emerged like confession. 

"You are a woman who chooses survival." 
She moved to the door, pressing her ear against oak planks worn smooth by time. The guard was shifting position, seeking comfort for extended watch. "Help me." Her voice carried the weakness of exhaustion. "Something is wrong." 
"What troubles you, woman?" 
"The prince suffers seizures. He will die without treatment." 
"The captain says no contact with prisoners." 
"The captain wants him alive. I cannot treat him without water and my medicines." 
Silence stretched like bowstring. The guard was weighing orders against consequences. Dead prisoners meant no payment, but opening doors meant risk. "You have a moment only," he said finally. 
Iron scraped against iron. The door opened just enough for entry. He was young, perhaps twenty-five summers. His beard was thin and sparse. A curved sword hung from his belt but his attention was fixed on the prince. 
The knife slid between his ribs. A quick thrust upward, angled to pierce heart and lungs as one. Her knowledge of anatomy applied to murder. He opened his mouth to cry out, but no sound emerged. Blood frothed on his lips instead of words. His eyes showed surprise rather than pain. 
Death came too swift for suffering. 
"It is finished." Her hands shook like leaves. Taking life felt different than saving it. The opposite process left her feeling hollow and strange. 
"You have done well." Prithviraj's voice carried no judgment. "Sometimes preserving life requires destruction." 
Tahmina’s throat tightened as tears sprang to her eyes. "Do we tell ourselves such things to sleep at night?" 
"We tell ourselves what we must." 
They dragged the body inside their cell, arranging it to suggest fainting. Time bought, but not much. Soon someone would check on their guard. Prithviraj examined the dead man's gear. Curved sword, two daggers, leather armor that might fit if removed quickly. 
Better than a scalpel. 
Tahmina touched his arm with a concerned look. "Can you wield these after so long?" 

"Combat is like swimming - the body recalls it." 
They crept down stone stairs that spiraled into darkness. Each step might trigger creaking boards or loose stones, sounds that would alert other guards. But the storm was their ally. Rain drummed against the arrow slits as wind howled through broken battlements. "The main hall lies ahead," Prithviraj whispered. 
Through a cracked door, Tahmina could see mercenaries gathered around central fire. Playing at dice, drinking wine, celebrating the successful capture of valuable prisoners. "The kitchen passage?" 
"There. Beyond the hall." 
They circled around the gathering, staying in shadows cast by flickering flames. Mughal architecture provided hiding places if they moved with care. The kitchen stood empty, stone ovens cold for decades. Wooden tables rotted by moisture and neglect. But a door led to the outer courtyard. To freedom. 
"Voices." Prithviraj held up his hand. Guards making rounds in the rain, disciplined professionals even in foul weather. "Three men. Perhaps four. Too many." 
"Then we must be clever." But cleverness required time they did not possess. Soon someone would check on their guard. Find his body. Raise alarms that would wake the entire fortress. "The well," the idea came sudden as lightning. "In the center courtyard. Guards avoid it because of the stench." 
"What stench?" 
"Death. The bones I noticed on the way in were not animal remains." 
"You would have us hide near a charnel pit?" 
"I would have us use it. People do not look closely at things that disgust them." 
Prithviraj released a low chuckle. 
They slipped through the kitchen door into rain so heavy it felt like drowning while standing. Cold water soaked their stolen clothes, chilling skin and spirit alike. But being wet made them harder to see in firelight. The well squatted in the courtyard center like an open wound. Dark stone mouth that breathed up scents of decay and corruption. Perfect hiding place for those willing to endure the horror. "Down into that darkness?" 
"Just far enough to hide. Not far enough to join the dead." 
The rope was gone but iron rungs were built into stone walls. Handholds for workers who once kept the water clean. Now ladder into a tomb. She climbed down first, hands finding purchase on slippery metal. Each rung brought stronger smells. Sweeter rot. The perfume of death concentrated in stone coffin. Ten feet down, darkness swallowed them completely. 

Above, guards made their rounds. Boots squelched through mud, voices complained about the weather. But no one looked down the well. Revulsion was perfect deterrent to curiosity. 
"Only fools travel in weather like this," one of the guards grumbled, his voice muffled by the rain. "But the captain insists on keeping watch. What’s he so scared of? Two half-dead prisoners and a storm?” 
The other guard chuckled, though it was a bitter sound. “He’s scared of losing the bounty. That’s all this is about. Gold keeps him awake at night, not loyalty.” 
Their voices faded as they walked past the well, their boots squelching in the mud. Tahmina clung to the iron rung, her fingers numb from the cold and the slick metal. The stench of decay was overwhelming, but she forced herself to focus on the sound of the rain and the guards’ retreating footsteps. Prithviraj shifted slightly below her, his movements careful but fluid. “They’re gone,” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the storm.” 
She nodded, though she knew he couldn’t see her in the darkness. The well was a pit of blackness, and the rain above them was a relentless curtain, obscuring any view of the courtyard. She could feel the weight of the stone walls pressing in on her, the air thick with the smell of death. It was a place of nightmares, but it was also their best chance at survival. “How much time do you think we have?” she asked, her voice trembling despite her effort to keep it steady. 
Prithviraj was quiet for a moment. “Not long. The guards will notice their missing man soon, if they haven’t already. We need to move.” 
“Move where?” she asked, though she already knew the answer. 
“West,” he said. “Toward the lake. The storm will cover our tracks, and the floods will make it harder for them to follow.” 
She swallowed hard, the thought of facing the storm again chilling her more than the rain ever could. But there was no other choice. They couldn’t stay in the well forever, and hiding in the fortress was a death sentence. “We’ll need to be careful,” she said. “The ground will be soft, and the water will rise quickly.” 
“Yes,” he agreed. “But we’ve survived worse.” 
She wanted to believe him, but the memory of the bridge collapse was still fresh in her mind. The screams of the caravan members, the rush of the water, the sight of the bridge breaking apart like a toy. She had saved Prithviraj then, but she wasn’t sure she could do it again. 
Above them, the rain grew heavier, the sound of it pounding against the stone walls almost deafening. It was as if the storm itself was urging them to move, to take their chance while they still could. 
Prithviraj tilted his head, listening for any sign of the guards. “Now,” he said. “We go now.” 
She nodded again and began to climb, her hands slipping on the wet rungs. The cold metal bit into her palms, but she ignored the pain. Reaching the top, she peered over the edge of the well, her heart pounding in her chest. The courtyard was empty, the fire in the hall casting long shadows across the wet stones. 
She glanced back at Prithviraj, who nodded once. Together, they slipped out of the well and into the storm, their bodies bent against the wind and rain. They moved quickly, staying low and keeping to the shadows. The fortress loomed behind them, its dark silhouette a reminder of the danger they were leaving behind. 
But the true test lay ahead – the storm, the lake, and whatever else the night held in store.


Chapter 21
The Warning

The fishing village appeared through dawn mist like a fever dream.
Wooden houses built on stilts rose from water turned silver by early light. Nets hung from bamboo poles like giant spider webs and boats bobbed at rope moorings. The air smelled of fish scales and wet rope and something else. Something foreign.
"Persians." Prithviraj's voice was hoarse from running through storm and night. "I can smell their cooking fires." They had walked since before sunrise, following paths that wound between flooded rice fields and waterlogged orchards. Their clothes were soaked through, their skin numb from cold. But they were alive. No longer prisoners of men who sold death for gold.
"We might find safety here." Tahmina studied the village layout. "But nowhere is truly safe for us." A wooden dock extended into water that reflected clouds like scattered cotton. Fishing boats lined both sides. Some bore local craft with eyes painted on their prows. Others showed foreign design—curved stems, triangular sails, the kind that sailed from Hormuz with cargo from distant lands.
"Persian traders. Or Persian spies pretending to be traders." An old man sat mending nets at the dock's end. His skin was dark from decades of sun and salt, his beard white as fish bones. But his hands moved with steady skill. "Peace be upon you, grandfather." Prithviraj called in Persian.
The man looked up, his eyes sharp within wrinkled surroundings. "And upon you peace, young warrior. Though peace seems distant for travelers who arrive like ghosts." 
"We seek shelter. Perhaps passage to waters less troubled than these."
"Fugitives then. I thought so from your manner of walking—always watching behind you, never ahead."
"Does that trouble you?"
"Everything troubles me at my age. Wisdom comes from understanding how many troubles exist in this world." The old man set down his net. "I am Mirza Rostam. Once of Isfahan. Now of wherever my boat carries me."
"Once of Isfahan speaks of noble birth." Tahmina spoke carefully, gauging his reaction.
"Once. Before things changed. I left when my family name became a curse instead of a blessing."
"So you chose the merchant's life."
"I chose survival. My family, my lands, my reason for staying in places that no longer welcomed their own children—all became ash in the wind." 
The story was familiar throughout the region. Political upheaval that scattered people like leaves. Nobles becoming merchants, merchants becoming refugees. Everyone searching for new homes in uncertain times. "Your boat—the Pearl of Shiraz. Sailed by men who understand the value of silence?"
"What kind of silence?"
"The kind that makes no records of destinations. Forgets names and faces at journeys end."
"Such discretion has its price." Mirza Rostam gestured toward his vessel. "I need medical assistance. My son has fever. Three days now."
Another sick person. Another opportunity to heal in exchange for help. The pattern repeated wherever they traveled. Suffering as currency in a world where gold could not buy everything. "I have knowledge of healing." Tahmina studied the merchant's face. 
"I am grateful. But see what ails my boy before you thank me. Some sicknesses resist even skilled physicians."
They followed Mirza Rostam along the dock. Wooden planks creaked under their feet while water lapped against boat hulls with sounds like whispers. The Persian vessel was larger than local fishing craft, built for ocean voyages. "How far can this boat travel?" Prithviraj examined the rigging.
"Anywhere water flows. Ocean, river, lake. The Pearl draws little water, goes where larger ships cannot follow." 
"To the ocean itself?"
"Through the Jhelum River. To the Indus. To the Arabian Sea...” 
"How long to sail to the ocean?"
The man scratched his chin and closed his eyes. "A week by river if currents favor us."
They climbed aboard. The deck was scrubbed clean, everything showing careful maintenance. Professional seamanship. "Below, away from curious eyes."
The hold was larger than expected, partitioned into sections that served different purposes. Cargo storage, crew quarters, a cabin furnished with Persian carpets and brass lamps. Luxury hidden beneath a humble fishing boat exterior. "This is my son." 
A young man lay on silk cushions, perhaps twenty-five years old. His face was flushed with fever, his breathing labored. Dark spots marked his arms where blood vessels had ruptured.
"Poison." She knelt beside the patient. "The symptoms tell the tale—blood fever, organ failure. Someone introduced toxins into his system."
"Impossible. We have been at sea for weeks. No contact with strangers."
"Poison can be delayed. Administered before departure, timed to take effect during voyage. Someone wanted leverage over you."
Mirza Rostam's face hardened like cooling metal. "Who would dare such a thing?"
"Someone who doesn’t want you transporting unauthorized people. They are searching for information about which refugees you carry, where they go, who helps them escape." The implications were troubling. Networks of informants that reached even commercial shipping. 
"Can you save him?"
"I can try. But I need specific remedies—herbs that counteract particular toxins. Activated charcoal, milk thistle, burdock root. Things that grow in temperate climates." 
"We have trading connections. Local suppliers. What else do you require?"
"Time. Poison damage accumulates like sand in an hourglass. The longer we wait, the less chance of recovery." She opened her medical bag, mixing a remedies quickly. Charcoal suspended in honey water. Bitter herbs disguised with sweet flavors. "Drink this slowly." She helped lift the young man's head. "Let it work its way through your system."
His eyes fluttered open, focused slowly on her face. "Father?"
"Here, my son. Rest. Let the medicine work while we pray for better health."
The young man swallowed the mixture obediently, too weak to resist treatment, too sick to care about strangers in his private cabin. "Now we wait." Tahmina settled back on her heels. "Hours, perhaps days. Poison affects everyone differently."
"And if the treatment fails?"
"Then we try different treatments. Healing is persistence as much as knowledge."
Outside, rain was starting again. Not the violent storm of the previous night but steady drizzle that turned everything gray and damp. Weather that would keep fishing boats in harbor, that would delay departures and arrivals. Mizra Rostam nodded. "Both of you must rest. You look exhausted beyond measure."
"We have had difficult days," Prithviraj admitted.
"Fugitives usually do. Your manner, your speech, your medical supplies—obviously educated, obviously fleeing something more serious than debt or family disputes."
"Does that worry you?" Tahmina asked.
"Everything concerns me. But some concerns pay better than others."
"You mean harboring fugitives carries risks, but refusing gold also carries risks. Smart merchants balance both."
"Precisely. Safe passage in exchange for services. No questions asked. Nothing shared with the authorities."
"And if authorities ask you directly?"
"Then we discuss what authorities are willing to pay for information. And whether you are willing to pay more for silence."
Honest cynicism. Money as the ultimate loyalty. Perhaps better than false promises about honor and duty. "We have silver." Prithviraj reached for his purse.
"Silver helps. But I also need medical care for my son. Equal exchange serves everyone's interests."
"Agreed."
They settled in the hold's passenger section. Wooden bunks with straw mattresses. Simple accommodations but dry and warm. A luxury after nights spent hiding in caves and wells. Tahmina removed her wet dupatta, wrung water from cotton fabric that had protected her through storm and flight. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, dark waves still damp from rain. "You are shivering, Tahmina."
He moved to her bunk, settled beside her on straw that rustled with each movement. Their bodies created warmth that cotton blankets could not provide. His arm circled her shoulders, drew her against his chest where she could feel his steady heartbeat. Proof of life surviving everything trying to destroy it. "Do you ever wonder what we are doing? Two people against the entire empire?"
"Every day. But wondering does not change necessity."
"What if we fight the wrong battle? What if surrender would save more lives than resistance?"
"Whose lives? Innocent people who get hurt helping us—merchant families, village healers, anyone who shows kindness to strangers?"
"Our lives count too. But against how many others?"
The question had no easy answer. Mathematical morality that reduced human worth to calculation. "I do not know. But I know giving up feels like betraying everyone who already helped us."
"Including each other?"
Outside, footsteps moved across the deck. Persian voices discussing weather and tides and departure schedules. Normal conversation that felt strange after days of whispered plans and desperate plotting. "Ship approaching! Flying Mughal colors! A voice shouted."
Mirza Rostam's voice carried urgency. "All passengers below! Secure for inspection!"
Through small portholes, she could see a larger vessel cutting through the water. Mughal flags snapped in wind, armed soldiers visible on deck. "Too much coincidence." Prithviraj checked his weapons.
"Someone knew we would come here. The informant network reaches everywhere."
"Then we fight with whatever we have."
But even as she spoke, she felt the hopelessness of their situation. Trapped in wooden hold of foreign boat. Surrounded by water that offered no escape routes. Facing enemies with resources they could not match. "Maybe this is how it ends."
“Prithviraj kissed her on the head. “The question is, will our silver prove stronger than Mughal coercion.” 
Tahmina shifted. “I think we should check on Mizra Rostam’s son.”
Soon there would be answers to questions they would rather not ask. But for now, in this moment, they held each other in the hold of a smuggler's boat. Two hearts beating in defiance of empire and fate and impossible odds.


Chapter 22
Sailor's Gambit

The Mughal war galley cut through Wular Lake like a blade through silk. Forty oars beat the water in perfect time while the emperor's crimson banner snapped from the mainmast. Tahmina pressed her face to the porthole. Bronze plates gleamed on the hull. Her stomach clenched as the galley drew closer to their merchant vessel.
"Routine inspection." Mirza Rostam's voice carried down from the deck above. "Nothing more." But she heard the tremor beneath his words. Persian merchants who smuggled refugees walked a razor's edge between profit and the executioner's block. 
Prithviraj knelt beside the captain's son on silk cushions. Color had returned to the young man's cheeks. The poison antidote was working. "The fever broke during the night," Prithviraj said. "You look almost human again."
"I feel like I've been trampled by elephants." The boy's voice was weak but clear. "What's that sound above us?"
"Mughal soldiers boarding our ship. Your father needs you healthy when they come below."
Above them, voices called back and forth between vessels. Official questions and diplomatic answers. The careful dance of commerce and authority. Heavy boots thundered across the deck planks. Official voices barked orders in Persian and Arabic. 
Tahmina gathered her medical supplies. Glass vials clinked as she packed them into leather pouches. Evidence of healing that could be mistaken for evidence of poisoning. "Leave those," Prithviraj said.
"These medicines saved his life. Three years of training, my father's legacy—"
"Will condemn us all if soldiers find them."
She hesitated, then whispered to the captain's son, "Hide them beneath your bedding. If they ask, you've had fever. Nothing more." 
The young man nodded and tucked the medical bag under silk pillows. His hands barely trembled. Recovery was swift. Boots rang on wooden ladder rungs. Each step echoed through the hold like hammer blows. "Everyone up! Inspection!"
Captain Rostam entered first. Then two Mughal marines, salt-stained leather armor, swords at their sides. The sergeant's gold tooth caught lamplight when he spoke. "Names and destinations."
"These passengers travel to Srinagar on family business," Mizra Rostam replied smoothly. He’d clearly done this sort of thing before. 
"What manner of family business?" The sergeant asked gruffly.
"Marriage arrangements. The young woman seeks her betrothed's relatives' blessing," Mizra Rostam said.
The sergeant's eyes fixed on Tahmina. "Remove your head covering."
"That violates—" Prithviraj started.
"This is official business. The woman will comply."
She pulled the cotton cloth from her head. Dark hair spilled across her shoulders. The sergeant studied her face with interest, comparing her features to written descriptions he’d obviously read beforehand. "You match reports of a fugitive healer. A court physician who fled Delhi with stolen property."
"I have never set foot in Delhi. I was born in Srinagar, raised beside this very lake."
"Prove it. Speak Kashmiri."
She switched languages smoothly. Words flowed like water over stones, carrying childhood memories in familiar sounds. "The lake speaks of storms coming from the mountains. The water grows angry when clouds gather."
The sergeant frowned. Her accent was flawless. Native fluency could not be faked.
"What of him?" He gestured to Prithviraj.
"My betrothed, from Jammu. We travel to meet his family before the wedding."
"Stand. Remove your shirt."
"Why must I—"
"Because I command it."
Prithviraj rose slowly and pulled his cotton tunic over his head. The sword wound from their recent combat was healing well, but older scars from palace whippings remained visible across his back. "Those marks. Where did you acquire them?"
"Bandits attacked our caravan near Baramulla. They sought ransom gold."
"Bandits kill prisoners. They do not waste time with torture."
"These bandits had different methods of persuasion."
The sergeant walked closer, examining the scars with expert eyes. "That is very much like Mughal court punishment."
"You are mistaken."
"I have seen enough whipping scars to know the difference between bandit cruelty and imperial justice."
Tension filled the hold like smoke. Truth had too many visible marks to hide. "Wait." The captain's son's voice was weak but clear. "I remember now."
All eyes turned to him. The young man struggled to sit upright, fever-pale face showing genuine confusion. "The bandits had a deserter with them. A former palace guard who knew Mughal torture methods."
"What deserter?"
"Tall man, gray-bearded. Called himself Captain. Said he had served Emperor Akbar before fleeing to outlaw country." The lie built on scattered truth. Deserters did join bandit gangs. Palace guards knew specialized methods. The story felt plausible enough to create doubt.
"When did this attack occur?"
"Two weeks past, near Baramulla pass. We barely escaped with our lives."
"Any survivors who could confirm this tale?"
"The caravan leader survived. He recovers in Srinagar, at the Pearl Inn." Another lie, delivered with exhausted honesty. Sick people rarely had energy for elaborate deceptions.
The sergeant considered, checking his orders against the faces before him. Written descriptions could be wrong. Fugitives misidentified. Honest merchants deserved protection, not harassment. "Captain Rostam, your passenger manifest."
The captain produced a leather scroll. Official seals and careful script documented everyone aboard. Names that matched the story. 
The destinations appeared legitimate.
"The woman's medical supplies?"
"She treated my son's fever. Saved his life with proper remedies."
"Show me these medicines."
Tahmina's stomach clenched. The medical bag was hidden, but if they searched thoroughly... "I used everything treating his illness. Nothing remains except empty bottles."
"Empty bottles tell stories about their contents."
"Search if you must, but please let the boy rest. He needs sleep to recover."
The sergeant glanced at the captain's son. Pale face and weak breathing suggested serious illness. Dead passengers created paperwork. Officers disliked unnecessary documentation. "Your destination in Srinagar?"
"The Pearl Inn. We have reservations."
"Duration of stay?"
"Three days. Long enough for marriage negotiations."
"Then?"
"Return to Kashmir. Begin married life in my village." The story held. Simple people with simple plans. Nothing suggesting Mughal fugitives with stolen intelligence.
"Very well. But understand this—we seek dangerous criminals. If you encounter anyone suspicious, report them immediately."
"Of course. We are loyal subjects."
"Good. Loyalty is rewarded." The marines climbed toward the deck, their official business concluded. But the sergeant paused at the ladder's top. "One more thing, Captain. Your cargo manifest mentions silk from Burma. I would inspect those bales."
"Certainly. Though I warn you—some bolts are moth-eaten. Damaged goods, but still valuable to buyers who accept flawed merchandise."
"Why transport damaged silk?"
"Damaged silk sells for half price to merchants who repair it themselves. Profit margins remain acceptable when cargo space is available." Commercial logic that made sense. Damaged goods had markets among people willing to accept imperfection for lower prices.
The sergeant nodded and climbed out of sight. 
Moments later, the Mughal galley pulled away, oars cutting through the lake in disciplined strokes. "Safe," Rostam called down. "For now."
Tahmina retrieved her medical bag from its hiding place. "That was dangerous," she said to the captain's son. "Quick thinking, but dangerous."
"Everything is dangerous now. Even loving each other like you two.”
Her heartbeat quickened. Their relationship was becoming obvious to observers. "We are not—" she started.
A faint smile crossed the young man’s face. "Of course not. And my father is not a smuggler. And those marines were not seeking you." His face held knowing warmth. He had grown up around people hiding secrets. Learned to read between official stories and private truths.
The captain's son closed his eyes, exhaustion overcoming his curiosity. The poison had taken its toll. "He speaks truth," Tahmina whispered to Prithviraj. "About us being obvious."
"So?"
"It troubles me that people notice what we try to hide."
"Perhaps we should stop trying to hide it."
"And announce our feelings to every soul we meet?"
"No. But perhaps we should stop fighting what everyone already sees."
His hand found hers in the lamplight. Fingers intertwined with natural ease. Connection that felt right even in dangerous circumstances. "After we reach safety," she said.
"When will that be?"
"I know not. But someday. Somewhere. When running stops and living begins."
"And if the running never stops?"
"Then we learn to live while running."
Above them, the crew prepared to depart. Sails unfurled. Ropes creaked through wooden pulleys. The Pearl of Shiraz caught wind that would carry them deeper into Kashmir's lake system. 
Further from Delhi. Further from pursuit. Closer to whatever future they could build from love and stubborn hope. 
Water lapped against the hull in rhythmic patterns. Soothing sounds that spoke of movement. Progress. "Thank you," Prithviraj said quietly.
"For what?"
"For saving his life. For helping his father trust us. For being who you are."
Outside, afternoon light turned lake water silver. Mountains rose like guardian spirits around valleys that had sheltered refugees for centuries. "I merely try to survive."
"No. You try to heal everyone you meet. There is a difference."
"Is there? Sometimes survival and healing feel like the same thing."
"Sometimes they are."
Prithviraj’s hand lingered in hers, warm and steady despite the ever-present tension that seemed to thrum in the air. The faint creak of the ship’s timbers and the rhythmic lapping of the lake against the hull were the only sounds now, a stark contrast to the chaos that had come before. The Mughal galley was out of sight, but its shadow still loomed in their minds. 

Tahmina sighed, her gaze drifting to the porthole where slivers of silver light danced on the water. “Survival and healing,” she murmured, as if testing the words on her tongue. “They’re not so different, are they? Both are about mending what’s broken. Even if it’s just for a moment.”
Prithviraj watched her, his expression thoughtful. “You mend more than just wounds, Tahmina. You mend hearts. Even mine.” His voice was soft, but there was a weight to his words that made her look up. Their eyes met, and for a moment, the world outside the ship’s hold seemed to fade away.
She smiled, though her heart still felt heavy. “And who mends yours when I’m not there?”
“No one,” he said simply. “There’s no one else who could.”
Her fingers tightened around his, a silent acknowledgment of the bond between them. It was fragile, yet unyielding, forged in the fires of their shared struggle. But even as they sat together in the dim lamplight, the reality of their situation pressed in. They were still fugitives, still hunted, still far from safety.
Above them, the deck creaked with activity. The crew moved efficienctly, preparing the ship for the next leg of their journey. Mirza Rostam’s voice carried down, giving orders in clipped Persian. The merchant’s tone was calm, but there was an edge to it that hinted at the strain he was under. Smuggling was a dangerous game, and they were all playing their parts.
“We should go up,” Tahmina said reluctantly, pulling her hand from Prithviraj’s. “It’s safer if we stay in the open.” He nodded, though his reluctance mirrored hers. Together, they climbed the ladder to the deck, where the afternoon wind greeted them with a cool, briny embrace. The lake stretched out before them, vast and shimmering, framed by the jagged peaks of the surrounding mountains. It was a sight that might have been breathtaking under different circumstances, but now it only served as a reminder of how far they still had to go.
Mirza Rostam stood at the helm, his hands steady on the wheel. He glanced at them as they approached, his expression unreadable. “The galley is gone,” he said, his voice low. “But that doesn’t mean we’re safe. Word travels fast, especially when the Mughals are involved.”
“We know,” Prithviraj replied. “And we’re grateful for your help.”
The merchant smirked. “Don’t be grateful yet. We’re not out of the storm. But my son is alive because of you, and that’s a debt I won’t forget.”
Tahmina glanced toward the cabin where the young man rested. His recovery was a small victory, but it was one they desperately needed. “He’s strong,” she said. “He’ll pull through.”
“Stronger than I gave him credit for,” Mirza admitted. “But you gave him a chance. That’s more than anyone else could have done.”
The wind shifted, filling the sails with a gust that sent the ship surging forward. The crew moved to adjust the rigging, their movements swift and practiced. For a moment, it felt as though they were flying across the water, the world a blur of blue and green.

“How long until we reach Srinagar?” Prithviraj asked, his eyes scanning the horizon.
“Two days, if the wind holds,” Mirza replied. “Maybe less if we’re lucky.”
“And if we’re not?”
The merchant’s expression hardened. “Then we’ll deal with it. But I’ve sailed these waters for years. I know how to navigate the storms.”
Tahmina shivered, though not from the cold. The word storms brought back memories of the fortress, of their desperate dash for freedom. It felt like a lifetime ago, though it had only been days. “We’ve faced worse,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else.
Prithviraj placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch grounding her. “We’ll face whatever comes together. That’s what we do.”
The crew worked in silence as the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the deck, Tahmina found herself drawn to the bow of the ship. She stood at the edge, her hands gripping the railing as she stared out at the horizon. The mountains loomed in the distance, their peaks shrouded in mist. They were both beautiful and forbidding, a reminder of the challenges that lay ahead. “What are you thinking?” Prithviraj asked.
She exhaled slowly, her breath visible in the cool air. “Thinking bout what happens when we reach Srinagar. About... everything.”
“One step at a time,” he said gently. “We’ll figure it out as we go.”
She turned to him, her eyes searching his. “And if we can’t? If this is as far as we get?”
He reached up, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “Then we’ve already done more than anyone expected. We’ve fought, we’ve survived, and we’ve found each other. That’s more than most people get.”
Her heart ached at his words, a mix of hope and sorrow swirling within her. “Prithviraj...”
He smiled, though there was a sadness in his eyes. “We’ll make it, Tahmina. Even if it doesn’t feel like it now. We’ll find a way.”
She wanted to believe him, to let his words chase away the fear that clung to her like a shadow. But the world they lived in was harsh and unforgiving, and the road ahead was fraught with danger. Still, as she looked into his eyes, she felt a glimmer of hope. It was small, but it was enough. The ship sailed on, the wind carrying them forward. The lake stretched out before them, endless and uncharted.
Aand the mountains watched silently from the distance. 


Chapter 23
Silk and Sunlight

Morning mist clung to the Pearl of Shiraz like silk veils, wrapping the ship in a gauzy embrace. The first light of dawn crept through the cabin’s porthole, painting the walls in shades of gold and amber. The air carried the crisp scent of mountain water and the faint tang of pine from the distant Kashmiri shores. Tahmina sat cross-legged on the floor, her hands resting lightly on her knees, feeling the ship’s gentle rocking beneath her. The rhythm was soothing, a lullaby of wood and wave. Outside, the lake was a mirror of tranquility, its surface broken only by the occasional ripple from the ship’s bow or the leap of a fish.  

"You should rest," Prithviraj said, his voice low and warm, from where he leaned against the doorframe. His broad shoulders cast a shadow that stretched across the room, but his tone held no weight of command—only concern. "We’ve been traveling for days without proper sleep. The strain shows on your face."  

"Sleep will come when it is ready," she replied softly, not looking up. Her gaze was fixed on the small porthole, where Kashmir’s jagged peaks rose like sleeping giants, shrouded in morning clouds. The natural beauty felt like a sanctuary, a fleeting reprieve from the dangers that pursued them across imperial waters. "Besides," she added, "the wound on your shoulder troubles you more than you admit. I can see it in the way you hold yourself."  

Prithviraj sighed, a sound that was half frustration, half amusement. He stepped into the cabin, the floorboards creaking softly under his weight. "All wounds trouble you. It is your nature to mend what has been broken. But you cannot heal the world, Tahmina."  

She finally looked up at him, her dark eyes meeting his. "And you cannot protect everyone, Prithviraj. We are well-matched in our burdens."  

He moved closer, settling beside her on the thick Persian carpet. His presence filled the small space, bringing with it the warmth of his body and the faint scent of pine and sea salt that clung to his clothes. His knee brushed against hers, a casual contact that sent a ripple of awareness through her.  

"You carry too much responsibility for others’ welfare," he said, his voice softer now, almost intimate.  

"And you carry too much responsibility for others’ protection," she countered, her tone gentle but firm. She shifted slightly, her fingers brushing against the edge of the carpet. "Perhaps that is why we understand each other so well."  

He studied her face in the golden light, his gaze tracing the curve of her cheek, the line of her jaw, the shadows beneath her eyes. Something had shifted between them during their flight—something deeper and more honest than the polite exchanges they’d shared before. Shared danger had a way of stripping away pretense, leaving raw truth in its place.  

"Tahmina," he said, her name sounding different when he spoke it. Softer, as if it were a secret he’d been holding close.  

"Yes?"  

"I’ve been thinking about the uncertainty of our future," he admitted, his eyes never leaving hers.  

She tilted her head slightly, her expression thoughtful. "Such thoughts are natural, given our circumstances."  

"Not death," he clarified quickly. "Life. The possibility of building something new together." His hand found hers, strong fingers intertwining with hers. His touch was calloused from years of wielding a sword, but there was a gentleness in the way he held her hand, as if she were something fragile and precious.  

"Prithviraj," she began, her voice barely above a whisper.  

"I know the obstacles," he interrupted, his tone steady but urgent. "Different castes, different backgrounds. Your fierce independence, my obligations to family honor. But none of that seems to matter when I look at you."  

Heat rose in her cheeks, and she looked away, her gaze falling to their joined hands. His thumb brushed over her knuckles, a small, soothing motion that made her pulse quicken.  

He moved closer until their knees were touching, his face just inches from hers. She could see the gold flecks in his dark eyes, the faint stubble shadowing his jaw, the way his lips parted slightly as he spoke. "I’ve spent my life following rules written by men who never faced what we face. Who never felt what I feel when you tend my wounds with such care."  

Her breath hitched, and she found herself leaning toward him, drawn by the gravity of his words. "What do you feel?" The question escaped before she could stop it, her voice trembling with vulnerability.  

"Like a man discovering fire for the first time," he said, his voice rough with emotion. "Like I’ve been wandering in the dark, and you are the light that guides me home."  

The ship’s gentle motion seemed to rock them closer together, the distance between them shrinking with each passing second. Her pulse quickened as his free hand rose to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing against her skin with a tenderness that made her heart ache.  

"The empire seeks to use us as pawns in their games of power," he whispered, his breath warm against her face. "But here, in this moment, we are simply ourselves."  

"I am not simply anything," she whispered back, her voice fierce despite its softness. "I am a healer who hated being forced to be a killer. A woman who will not be owned or traded like precious cargo."  

"I know," he said, his eyes searching hers. "Your strength draws me. I’ve never met anyone who burns so brightly with purpose."  

Their foreheads touched, their breaths mingling in the intimate space between them. The warmth of his skin against hers was almost unbearable, a silent promise of something more. "But this path leads to more danger," he murmured, his voice heavy with unspoken fears.  

"Stop talking," she said, her voice barely audible.  

His lips found hers in a kiss that tasted of morning tea and possibility. Gentle at first, a tentative exploration, then deeper as months of unspoken longing found expression. Her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer, the fabric warm and rough beneath her fingers. The Persian carpets beneath them held the warmth of sunlight streaming through the porthole, and the world seemed to narrow to just the two of them.  

When they parted, both were breathless, their foreheads still pressed together. "Your medicine," she began, her voice shaky.  

"Can wait," he finished, his lips curving into a small, knowing smile. "Some healing requires more than herbs and potions."  

She laughed, the sound bright and melodic in the golden cabin. "You think yourself a physician now?"  

"I think myself a man falling in love with a woman who saves lives while I take them," he said, his tone both teasing and sincere. "The irony is not lost on me."  

"Love balances all accounts in the end," she replied, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw. He gathered her into his arms, and she went willingly, her body melting against his. They lay together on the carpet, his hands moving with reverent care, as if she were made of precious porcelain.  

"I’ve dreamed of this," he confessed against her hair, his voice muffled but heartfelt. "Of holding you without the weight of duty and danger pressing down on us."  

The ship creaked softly as it cut through the water, the sound blending with the rustle of fabric and the soft sighs that escaped her lips. Outside, the mist began to lift, revealing the full glory of the Kashmir valley—snow-capped peaks gleaming in the morning sun, forests stretching endlessly, and the silvery ribbon of the lake winding through it all. The air grew warmer, carrying with it the scent of blooming flowers from the shore, a reminder of the life that thrived even in the shadow of danger.  

But for now, they were oblivious to the world beyond the cabin. All that mattered was the warmth of their bodies pressed together, the shared breaths, the unspoken promises. Love had found them in the most unlikely of circumstances—fugitives on a merchant vessel, pursued by forces that would use her skills for evil purposes. Yet, in that moment, they were free.  

The Pearl of Shiraz sailed on through mountain-shadowed waters, and the morning sun climbed higher, burning away mist and doubt alike. As it rose, it cast long shadows across the lake, turning the water into a tapestry of light and dark. The sailors on deck moved quietly, their voices low and respectful, as if they too sensed the fragile peace within the cabin.  

Prithviraj shifted slightly, his arm still draped protectively around her. "Do you remember the first time we met?" he asked, his voice a soft rumble against her ear.  

She smiled faintly, her eyes half-closed. "How could I forget? You were bleeding all over my father’s kitchen, and I was supposed to stitch you up without fainting."  

He chuckled, the sound warm and familiar. "You didn’t faint. You were steady, precise, though your hands shook at first. I thought then that you were the bravest person I’d ever met."  

"Brave?" she echoed, her tone teasing. "Or foolish, for not running the other way when a stranger showed up at our door in the middle of the night?"  

"Neither," he said, his voice growing serious. "I think I knew even then that you were different. That you would change my life in ways I couldn’t have imagined. You didn’t just stitch my wound that night; you stitched something in me I didn’t even know was torn."

Tahmina shifted against him, her head resting lightly on his shoulder. The warmth of his body was a steady anchor, grounding her in the moment. She let out a soft sigh, her fingers tracing idle patterns on the fabric of his shirt. "And what was that, exactly?" she asked, her tone light but her curiosity genuine.

"Hope," he admitted, his voice quiet but firm. "I’d spent so much of my life following the path laid out for me—honor, duty, loyalty. But that night, when you looked at me with those steady hands and unflinching eyes, I realized there was more to life than just living up to expectations. You made me question everything, Tahmina. And for the first time, I wanted to find my own answers."

She tilted her head to look at him, her dark eyes searching his face. "And have you found them?"

He hesitated, his gaze drifting to the porthole where the morning light now streamed in, casting a golden glow across the cabin. "Some," he said slowly. "But not all. I know I want to protect the people I care about—that hasn’t changed. But I also know now that it’s not just about wielding a sword or following orders. It’s about fighting for something worth believing in. And you... you make me believe in more than I ever thought possible."

Her lips curved into a small smile, though her eyes held a hint of sadness. "You make it sound so simple, Prithviraj. But nothing about our lives is simple. Not the danger we’re in, not the choices we’ve made, not the worlds we come from."

"It’s not simple," he agreed, his hand tightening around hers. "But that doesn’t mean it’s not worth fighting for. You’ve taught me that too. That even in the darkest moments, there’s something worth holding onto. And right now, that’s you."

Tahmina’s breath caught, and for a moment, she was silent, her eyes flickering with emotions she couldn’t quite name. "You have a way with words," she said finally, her voice tinged with both amusement and vulnerability. "When you’re not being stubborn or reckless, that is."

He chuckled, the sound low and rich. "I’ll take that as a compliment. Though I think you’re the only one who could call me out like that and live to tell the tale."

"Someone has to keep you in check," she teased, her smile softening. "Though I suppose I’m a bit reckless myself, staying with you despite everything."

He turned to her, his expression growing serious once more. "Do you regret it? Any of it?"

She shook her head, her fingers tightening around his. "No. Not for a moment. Even with all the danger and uncertainty, I’d choose this path again. I’d choose you."

His breath hitched, and for a long moment, he simply looked at her, his eyes filled with a mixture of awe and gratitude. "You humble me, Tahmina," he said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. "And you make me want to be better. For you. For us."

The ship creaked softly as it moved through the water, the sound blending with the quiet rhythm of their breathing. Outside, the mist had lifted completely, and the sun now bathed the lake in a warm, golden light. The Kashmiri mountains loomed in the distance, their peaks kissed by the early morning sun. It was a view that spoke of endless possibilities.

Prithviraj shifted slightly, his arm still draped around her as he gazed out the porthole. "Whatever comes next," he said, his voice steady, "we’ll face it together. As long as we have each other, we’ll find a way."

Tahmina nodded, her heart swelling with a quiet resolve. For a while, they simply sat there, wrapped in each other’s warmth and the quiet promise of the moment. The world outside was still fraught with danger, but here, in the safety of the cabin, they allowed themselves a brief reprieve. Love had found them in the most unlikely of places, and though the road ahead was uncertain, they knew one thing for certain: they would walk it side by side. 

No matter what lay ahead.


Chapter 24
The Assassin's Bargain

Fire arrows hissed through morning mist like angry wasps. 
The first volley struck the Pearl of Shiraz's mainsail. Orange flames spread across hemp canvas faster than wine soaking cloth. Mirza Rostam cursed in Persian as he spun the wheel hard to port. "Three boats closing fast," his eldest crew member shouted. 
Tahmina gripped the ship's rail until her knuckles turned white. Through smoke and spray, she could see their pursuers. Sleek vessels bristling with armed men in mismatched armor. "Mercenaries," Prithviraj said, his voice carrying grim recognition. "Not imperial troops."
"The armor tells you this?"
"Mughal soldiers wear uniform equipment. These men carry whatever weapons they can afford. See how their blades catch the light differently? Some steel, some iron, some bronze. A mercenary's fortune written in metal."
The second volley struck closer. One shaft buried itself in the deck planking near her feet. The bronze arrowhead glowed red-hot, pitch coating dripping onto the weathered boards. "We cannot outrun them," Rostam called from the helm. "Their vessels draw less water, move faster in the shallows." A canon shot cracked across the water.
Prithviraj sighed. "Then we pray to whatever gods still listen to desperate fools."
The captain's son emerged from below, his face pale but his eyes alert. "Father, the hold is flooding. Their canon holed us below the waterline."
"How long do we have?"
"An hour before she goes down. Less if the winds pick up."
The nearest attack boat pulled alongside. Grappling hooks flew through air thick with smoke. Iron claws bit into the Pearl's wooden rail, drawing the vessels close despite Rostam's efforts. "Surrender the fugitives," came a voice from the attacking vessel. “And you shall live."
"What fugitives?" Rostam called back. "We carry only paying passengers with valid documents."
"The healer woman. The Rajput prince. Hand them over or watch your ship burn."
Their disguises had failed. Someone had talked, someone had recognized them. "Gold loosens tongues faster than wine," Prithviraj murmured. 
The first mercenary swung across on a rope, a curved sword gleaming between his teeth. His leather armor bore stains that looked like old blood. Rostam met him with a boat hook, catching the invader in his chest and sending him tumbling back into churning water.
"The captain has spine," Prithviraj observed.
More mercenaries prepared to board in coordinated groups. Too many for the crew and one old Persian with a boat hook. "Below deck," Rostam ordered. "Hide with my son. Let my crew handle this dance of death."
"We will not abandon—"
"You will get them killed if you remain visible. These men seek you. Give them other targets and perhaps some of us survive to see another sunrise."
They retreated to the flooding hold. Water sloshed ankle-deep around scattered goods. Silk bales absorbed lake water like expensive sponges. Persian carpets floated like beautiful rafts carrying centuries of craftsmanship to watery graves. Above, steel rang against steel. Men shouted in multiple languages. Combat sounds mixed with the creak of ropes and splash of bodies hitting water.
The captain's son pressed his ear to the wooden planking. "Father holds them off, but the tide of battle turns against us." A body crashed through the hatch. Mirza Rostam landed hard on water-soaked carpets, blood streaming from a gash across his forehead. His right arm hung twisted.
"Father!" His son splashed through rising water.
"Still breathing," the captain gasped. "But the ship is theirs. Two crew dead, one swimming for shore."
Heavy footsteps descended. Three mercenaries entered, their leader tall and lean, his gray-streaked beard lending him a menacing air. A scar ran from his left ear to his mouth—an old wound that had healed crooked. "What treasures do we find hiding in the depths?" he said, studying Tahmina. "You match the description perfectly. Skilled with poisons and antidotes, they say. And beautiful."
"I have never set foot in any imperial court."
"And I have never killed for coin. We both shape truth when survival demands it."
He gestured to his companions. "Bind them carefully. Damaged goods lose value."
Rough hands bound their wrists with hemp rope. Each knot was tied with expert precision—these men understood restraint. "The ship?" one mercenary asked.
"Let her sink."
They were hauled from the flooding hold onto deck planking that felt solid after sloshing through rising water. The Pearl of Shiraz listed badly, her bow dipping low enough that waves broke over the forward rail. "Into the boats before this beauty takes us down with her," the scarred leader ordered.
The transfer happened with efficiency. Prisoners moved like valuable cargo between vessels—precious but not fragile. Tahmina found herself in a sleek galley lined with rowing benches. The design was foreign, built for speed and shallow-water operations.
"I am Captain Darius," the scarred man said, settling across from them. "Former officer in foreign navies and specialist in ‘difficult retrievals’."
"Retrieval of what, exactly?"
"Whatever clients pay gold to recover. The currency of my trade is misery for some, but the profits are excellent."
"We are not property to be retrieved."
"Legal documents suggest otherwise. Marriage contracts create ownership and your guardian agreed to the arrangement."
"I never consented to any marriage."
"Your consent was not required. Male authority in such matters is recognized by courts throughout the empire. The woman's voice is heard, but the man's word is law."
"Law also recognizes a woman's right to refuse for valid cause such as discovering her intended husband expects his bride to kill for him."
Captain Darius smiled, making his scar more prominent. "A strong accusation. Proof would be required."
"I have evidence. Documents. Witness testimony."
"Evidence can disappear and witnesses can change their stories."
The attack boat pulled away from the sinking Pearl. Behind them, Rostam's beautiful ship settled deeper into gray waters. Her masts would soon disappear beneath the waves—another victim of games played by men who valued power over human life. "The captain and his son—what becomes of them?"
"That depends on their usefulness and cooperation. Innocent men can live long lives if they choose wisdom over heroism."
"They are simple merchants."
"No one is simple. Everyone chooses sides when empire demands loyalty. The smart ones choose the winning side early."
Kashmir's mountains rose around them like sleeping giants. Snow-capped peaks reflected sunlight in brilliant displays. The natural beauty felt wrong given their circumstances—paradise corrupted by human cruelty. "Your employer's instructions regarding me?" Prithviraj asked.
"Delivered alive but not comfortable."
"And the lady’s?"
"Different requirements. Unmarked."
The emphasis made Tahmina’s stomach clench. Medical knowledge twisted into tools of assassination. "I will not kill for him."
Darius laughed. "Will not differs from cannot. Motivation changes many things, and love provides excellent leverage for changing minds."
The boat turned into a narrow channel between reed beds. Tall grass provided concealment from distant eyes. Water here was shallow and murky—perfect for hiding. "Almost there," Captain Darius said. 
An abandoned temple complex appeared through morning mist. Stone structures built on artificial islands connected by narrow causeways. An ancient architecture slowly surrendering to water and time. "Hindu construction," Prithviraj observed. "Pre-Islamic. These gods are old and forgotten."
Tahmina looked down in despair. "Your knowledge of religious architecture will not help you here."
"Knowledge helps everywhere. The question is whether we possess wisdom enough to use it properly."
The boat scraped against stone steps worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims. Water had risen since the temples were built, turning sacred ground into an isolated refuge. They climbed slippery steps to a courtyard surrounded by carved pillars. Lotus flowers decorated stone capitals. Sanskrit inscriptions covered wall surfaces. Religious art devoted to gods who no longer received worship.
A wooden structure occupied the courtyard's center—recent construction that looked temporary. Ropes hung from cross-beams. Metal implements arranged on rough tables. Tools for extracting information through pain.
"Setup for torture," Prithviraj said quietly.
"You recognize the equipment?"
"I recognize the purpose. Such devices have not changed much across centuries."
Captain Darius selected a curved blade from the collection. The steel gleamed with an oily sheen that did not look natural. "Concentrated poppy extract," he explained. "Causes weakness without death.” His lips tightened. “ It makes subjects manageable for transport while keeping them conscious for questioning."
"You want me to monitor his condition during the poisoning," Tahmina asked.
"Your medical expertise. Dead prisoners provide no information, but living ones can be remarkably talkative under proper encouragement."
"I will not help you hurt him."
Darius’ face darkened. "Then you will watch him die slowly from uncontrolled toxin exposure. The choice is yours to make."
The blade moved closer to Prithviraj's exposed arm. One scratch would introduce poison into his bloodstream—a measured dose. "Wait. Let me examine the toxin first. Different poisons affect people differently. Too much kills instantly, too little has no effect."
Darius hesitated.
“Dead prisoners have no value to anyone," Tahmina continued.
Captain Darius’ eyes narrowed.  "What information do you require?"
"Anything that might interact badly with your poison."
She knelt beside Prithviraj on cold stone, her hands finding the pulse point at his wrist. A strong rhythm. A heart able to handle moderate exposure. "Recent wounds?" she asked loudly.
"Sword cut from combat."
"Infections or fever?"
"No."
Quietly, barely moving her lips, she whispered, "Be prepared."  
"Recommendation?" Darius asked.
"Scratch on the outer thigh. Away from major vessels. Enough surface contact for absorption without danger." 
The blade descended slowly. Steel touched skin just hard enough to break the surface, drawing a thin line of blood mixed with poison. Prithviraj's breath hissed through clenched teeth. His muscles tensed as foreign substances entered his bloodstream.
"Now we wait for the medicine to work its magic," Darius said with satisfaction.
She pressed cotton cloth against the wound, absorbing blood and poison residue. Her fingers lingered, applying pressure to stop the bleeding. The poison was taking effect. Prithviraj's breathing grew shallow, his skin taking on gray pallor. Chemical weakness spreading through his system like slow fire. "Perfect," Darius observed. "Ready the transport."
The temple complex settled into waiting silence. But in that silence, she felt something else. Determination hardening like steel in forge fire. The terrible clarity that came when choosing between surrender and action. The silver scalpel waited against her ribs. Sharp enough to easily cut flesh. 
Soon, Captain Darius would discover that healers could be every bit as dangerous as killers.


Chapter 25
Blood and Silver

The scalpel slid between Captain Darius's ribs like a whispered prayer—and like all prayers in times of war, it was answered with blood.
Tahmina had moved while he bent to examine Rostam's shattered arm, three steps across temple stones worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims. Her father's blade found the gap in his leather armor with the same precision she had once used to part diseased flesh from healthy—but this cutting brought no healing, only the terrible certainty that some wounds to the soul could never be cleansed.
Darius opened his mouth, perhaps to cry out, perhaps to curse her in whatever tongue warriors used when death came calling. But no sound emerged save the wet bubble of blood frothing pink across his lips. His eyes—brown as good earth, she noticed with healer's instincts that would not quiet even now—showed surprise rather than pain. Death had come too swiftly for him to suffer, though she suspected her own suffering was only beginning.
"It is done," she whispered, though the words felt foreign in her mouth, as if some other woman had spoken them. Her hands trembled beyond her ability to still them. The scalpel—her father's final gift, blessed by holy men and intended for preservation of life—now carried the weight of a soul's ending. How strange that steel could feel so heavy, as if the metal itself had absorbed something essential from the man whose blood now painted its edge.
I am become death, she thought, remembering words from ancient texts. But what becomes of the destroyer?
The Bhairav temple around her seemed to pulse with sardonic approval. Here, in this place sacred to the fierce aspect of Shiva—destroyer and creator both—her transformation from healer to killer carried a bitter poetry. The carved dancing figures that adorned every pillar seemed to writhe in the flickering lamplight, divine forms celebrating destruction as the necessary prelude to rebirth. But she felt no rebirth, only the hollow ache where certainty had lived moments before.
"His weapons," Prithviraj said, his voice barely stronger than wind through dried leaves. Three days of poison had left him conscious but fragile, a warrior prince reduced to whispered commands. She pulled Darius's curved shamshir from its oiled sheath, noting despite herself the beauty of its construction—Damascus steel with patterns flowing like water frozen in metal, the product of master smiths who had hammered both artistry and lethality into every fold of iron and carbon. Such weapons were crafted to endure longer than the men who wielded them, passing from hand to hand through generations of violence.
Now it belonged to her.
The weight felt alien in her grip. Her hands, trained to steady trembling patients and thread the finest sutures, cramped around the unfamiliar balance of killing steel. Yet necessity was the cruelest teacher, and she was learning lessons no physician should ever need to master.
His dagger followed—a slender thing with a grip wrapped in rough stingray-skin, designed for close work in places where longer blades might catch on armor or architecture. Then came the leather pouch at his belt, heavy with lock picks and thin strangling wire, tools for breaking into places that preferred their secrets kept inviolate. "Can you stand, Shahzada?" she asked, using the formal address though they were long past need for such courtesies.
"I can try." He struggled upright using a carved pillar for support, his fingers finding purchase among stone lotus flowers that had bloomed in marble for eight centuries, outlasting dynasties and monsoons and the rise and fall of kingdoms. Beauty endured, the ancient artisans had believed, even when everything else crumbled to dust. They had been wrong about many things—but perhaps not about everything.
Across the temple courtyard, voices echoed from inner chambers where the remaining mercenaries searched for artifacts worth stealing. Thieves who had learned that abandoned temples often concealed treasures beyond their spiritual value—gold leaf scraped from divine images, precious stones pried from ceremonial weapons, silver vessels that could be melted down and sold in bazaars where no questions were asked about provenance.
Only one guard remained visible, a young man—barely twenty, she estimated, judging age by his bone structure and skin. He sat cross-legged beside their captive ship’s captain, Rostam, counting gold mohurs from a purse with the focused greed of youth discovering that violence could be profitable. Such concentration was useful in surgeons performing delicate operations. In guards, it proved a fatal distraction.
She approached from behind, moving with steps learned not from any warrior's training but from years of walking softly through sickrooms where sudden noises might startle patients into relapse. The dagger found his throat before his counting fingers could still—a single draw across the great vessels that carried life to the brain. Death came as swiftly as it had for his captain, though with more struggle, more awareness of ending.
His blood sprayed across temple stones that had absorbed the offerings of countless devotees—ghee and milk, flower petals and vermillion, the tears of pilgrims seeking blessings or forgiveness. Now they drank deeper crimson, and she wondered if the gods would accept such sacrifice, or demand accounting from the one who had offered it. "Two are silenced," she said, though her voice sounded hollow as an empty water jar.
"And sixteen remain," Prithviraj replied. "We cannot face so many in open battle."
"Then we do not fight—we flee."
"To where? We are imprisoned upon an island, surrounded by waters."
"Then we trust ourselves to those waters. Better drowning than slow death by torture."
"In my condition? The poison has stolen my strength—I would sink like a stone wrapped in silk."
She cut the ropes binding Rostam and his son with quick strokes. The captain stretched his good arm and flexed circulation back into wrists marked by hours of restraint. His son struggled to focus eyes still clouded by fever.
"Can you fight, Captain sahib?" Tahmina asked.
"I can try, though this broken wing limits me." Rostam flexed his good fingers again, testing his grip strength. "But Arjun requires care—his recovery from the lung-fever was not complete before these dogs took us." The young man's pallor spoke of internal battles still being fought, his body's vital forces weakened by illness that had nearly claimed him before the mercenaries had claimed them all. Without proper treatment, stress and exertion might finish what disease had begun.
"There is no time for proper treatment now. Can he move?"
"He must. The alternative is unacceptable."
Voices were drawing closer from the temple's heart. Soon they would notice that their perimeter had been compromised, would raise alarms that would bring pursuit. "The boat," Rostam said, nodding toward stone steps where their vessel waited at anchor. "Our only path to freedom."
"With two guards still aboard," Prithvirak said with a dull voice.
"Better odds than facing sixteen in this maze of stone."
Sound reasoning. Their survival depended on concentrating their enemies rather than allowing them to spread like oil across water. She had learned much about tactics from listening to Prithviraj's fevered planning during their captivity—lessons no healer should need, but which necessity was writing into her bones with ink made from desperation and blood.
They crept through courtyards adorned with carvings. Hindu gods danced in stone relief—Shiva in his cosmic dance of destruction and renewal, Vishnu preserving the balance between order and chaos, young Krishna charming serpents and maidens with melodies that promised love eternal and delivered heartbreak inevitable. Religious art celebrating the divine paradox that love and death were merely different faces of the same eternal truth.
Water lapped against the temple's foundation stones where their boat waited, its shallow draft perfect for navigating the maze of channels between artificial islands. Two mercenaries remained aboard—one methodically cleaning his blade with oiled cloth, the other gnawing dried meat that carried the scent of cardamom and cloves, stolen provisions from some distant homeland where mothers had packed such foods for sons who would never return.
"Quiet approach?" Prithviraj whispered, his breath warm against her ear in the temple's shadow.
"If fortune favors us."
"And if fortune proves miserly?"
"Then we trust in steel and strategy—and pray the gods remember we seek justice rather than revenge."
The temple complex rose from the lake in terraced levels, its architects having carved channels between artificial islands to create a sacred landscape of stone and water. Perfect for moving unseen if timing and skill proved adequate to the task. 
Tahmina studied the guards' positions. The sword-cleaner faced outward toward deeper water, watching for approach from unexpected quarters. The meat-eater kept his attention on the temple entrance, perhaps expecting a threat to emerge from the direction they had come. Neither seemed alert to danger from within. "I take the one facing away," she whispered. "You manage the other."
"In my condition?"
"Poison affects the body's strength, not the mind's cunning."
"What manner of strategy?"
"Whatever holds his attention while I silence his companion." They separated, moving through reed beds that grew in shallow water between stone foundations. Tall grass provided concealment for those who moved slowly and kept low, avoiding the sudden motions. The evening air carried the odour of wood smoke from cooking fires and the green scent of growing things that cared nothing for human violence.
The sword-cleaner was humming—a traditional Kashmiri melody about fishermen who cast nets for moonlight and caught only their own reflections. His voice carried genuine pleasure in simple beauty, a reminder that even killers might find joy in innocent songs. Such contradictions were the cruelest aspect of war—discovering humanity in the so called enemy.
The dagger took him between the shoulder blades where spine met ribs, seeking the great nerve bundles that carried sensation to the brain. A clean thrust that severed communication before pain could register or cry out could form. He slumped forward without sound, his humming cut short as abruptly as his breathing.
But water carried sound, and his splash as he toppled into the lake alerted his companion. The meat-eater turned, saw his friend's body floating face-down in water that bloomed pink around the wound, and reached for his weapon with the kind of speed that had kept him alive through the years.
Prithviraj launched himself from the reeds with all the strength his poisoned muscles could provide. It was not enough for to  overwhelm, but surprise compensated where power failed. Both men crashed into the boat with sounds that echoed off temple walls like drums announcing some terrible ceremony.
A wrestling bout followed—grunts and curses in languages she did not recognize, the ring of steel against steel as blades found each other in the confined space. The boat rocked violently under their shifting weight, threatening to capsize and dump them all into water. The lake would not distinguish between killer and victim in its final embrace.
Then silence, broken only by labored breathing and the gentle lap of waves against stone.
Prithviraj emerged from the struggle blood-stained but victorious. His face was pale with exhaustion, but his eyes held the satisfaction of a man who had found strength when strength was required. "Are you whole?" she asked.
"Barely. That proved hard—poison makes combat feel like wrestling with tigers."
They helped Rostam and his son into the boat, the captain's broken arm making every movement an exercise in controlled agony while his boy's fever-weakened limbs threatened to dump him into bloodstained water at any moment. But both men managed to board without further disaster, and that seemed victory enough. "Oars," Rostam said, settling himself at the steering sweep. "We need distance before they discover what has happened here."
"Can you manage that arm?"
"I can steer. You and the prince must provide the power to drive us forward." The boat was designed for a full crew of twenty oarsmen. Four weakened passengers could not generate proper speed, but movement was preferable to remaining stationary.
Bronze-fitted oars bit into lake water in strokes that were more determination than technique. Tahmina had never rowed before—each pull strained muscles she had never used for such work, and her palms blistered against rough wood within minutes of beginning. But necessity was teaching her body new purposes, just as it was teaching her soul to carry weights she had never imagined bearing. "Rhythm," Prithviraj gasped between labored strokes. "Pull with the back and shoulders, not just the arms."
Behind them, shouts erupted from the temple complex as discovery came with the inevitability of sunrise. Their response as swift as lightning following thunder. "Here! The captain is dead! The prisoners have escaped!"
The chaos was exactly what they needed—enemies running in all directions, looking for threats that might emerge from any quarter, too distracted by multiple possibilities. But even chaos could not last forever. Soon, their window of opportunity would slam shut like a trap.
"The far shore," Rostam called over the growing commotion behind them. "If we can reach the hills, we might find caves or forest."
The oars cut through water that reflected the last light of evening like molten silver, each stroke carrying them further from the temple island where she had learned the weight of steel and the cost of choosing life over death. Ahead lay uncertainty and exhaustion, hills that might offer sanctuary or merely different forms of death.
And in her heart, Tahmina carried the knowledge that some transformations, once begun, could never be undone. The silver scalpel at her side would always carry the weight of souls she had sent to whatever judgment awaited beyond the veil of breath and heartbeat. She was healer still. But she was killer also. And the gods alone knew what manner of creature such contradictions might create.
The boat creaked as it cut through the darkening waters, the rhythmic splash of oars blending with the distant chaos of the temple island. Tahmina glanced back once, her eyes tracing the silhouette of the Bhairav temple against the twilight sky. The carvings seemed to mock her still, their dancing figures frozen in a celebration of destruction she had now become a part of. She tightened her grip on the oar, the blisters on her palms burning with each stroke. Yet the pain was a reminder—she was alive, and for now, that was enough.
Beside her, Prithviraj rowed with quiet purpose, his face pale but resolute. Sweat glistened on his brow, and every movement seemed to take a toll on his weakened body. He caught her glance and offered a faint smile, the kind that didn’t reach his eyes but carried a promise of shared strength. "We’ll make it," he said, his voice steady despite the strain. "We’ve survived worse."
Tahmina nodded, though doubt gnawed at her. Worse? Perhaps. But the weight of what she had done—what they had both done—felt heavier than any threat they had faced before. The memory of Captain Darius’s blood on her hands lingered, not just as a physical stain but as a mark on her soul. Her scalpel, once a tool of healing, now bore the taint of death. It rested against her thigh, its silver cool against her skin, a reminder of the life she had taken.
"Focus," Rostam’s voice cut through her thoughts, sharp and commanding despite his broken arm. He sat at the stern, steering with his good hand, his gaze fixed on the far shore. "The sooner we reach the hills, the sooner we can rest. Save your strength for the rowing, not your regrets."
Tahmina bit back a retort. Rostam’s pragmatism grated on her, but she knew he was right. There was no time for regret, no time to dwell on the morality of their actions. Survival demanded action, not reflection. Still, she couldn’t silence the questions that churned in her mind. What had she become? A healer who killed, a woman who walked the line between life and death. The gods might judge her, but how would she judge herself?
Ahead, the shoreline loomed, its dark hills promising shelter but also unknown dangers. The forest was a tangle of shadows, its canopy thick and impenetrable. Tahmina squinted, trying to discern any movement among the trees. Were they running toward safety or into another trap? She forced the thought aside. They had no choice. The boat was their only escape, and the shore their only destination.

The minutes stretched into an eternity as they rowed, the temple island shrinking behind them. The shouts of the mercenaries faded, replaced by the eerie stillness of the lake. The water glimmered like molten silver, its surface undisturbed save for the ripples left by their oars. It was a strange beauty, one that felt at odds with the violence they had just escaped.
Finally, the boat scraped against the shore, its hull bumping against the rocky shallows. Rostam wasted no time, leaping into the water despite his injury. He waded to the bank, scanning the forest for any signs of pursuit. "Quickly," he urged, his voice low. "We need to disappear before they send boats after us."
Tahmina helped Prithviraj to his feet, her arms trembling with exhaustion. He leaned on her for support, his breathing shallow but steady. "I can walk," he said, though his legs buckled slightly as they stepped onto solid ground. Tahmina tightened her grip, silently vowing not to let him fall.
Arjun, Rostam’s son, followed behind, his steps unsteady but determined. His fevered gaze flickered between the forest and the lake, as if he couldn’t decide which posed the greater threat. Tahmina felt a pang of guilt. The boy was too young to be caught in this web of violence, yet here he was, fighting for his life alongside them.
They moved into the trees, the forest swallowing them whole. The ground was uneven, roots and rocks threatening to trip them at every step. Tahmina’s blisters screamed with each movement, but she pressed on, her focus fixed on the path ahead. The forest was alive with sounds—rustling leaves, distant animal calls, the creak of ancient branches. It was a strange comfort, a reminder that life persisted even in the darkest places.
When they finally stopped to rest, Tahmina sank to the ground, her body trembling with exhaustion. Prithviraj sat beside her, his breathing ragged but his expression calm. "We’ll find shelter soon," he said, his voice gentle. "Just a little further."
Tahmina nodded, though her mind was elsewhere. She reached for her scalpel, its weight familiar yet foreign in her hand. "I never thought I’d use it like this," she whispered, more to herself than to him.
Prithviraj’s hand closed over hers, warm and reassuring. "You did what you had to do," he said. "That doesn’t make you a killer. It makes you a survivor."
Tahmina wanted to believe him, but the weight of her actions pressed heavily on her chest. She had taken a life—two lives, if she counted the young guard. Her father’s scalpel, her instrument of healing, had become a weapon. The gods might forgive her, but would she ever forgive herself?
Rostam appeared beside them, his expression grim. "Rest is a luxury we can’t afford," he said, his tone brooking no argument. "The mercenaries will track us. We need to keep moving."
Tahmina rose reluctantly, her body protesting every movement. Prithviraj followed suit, his strength visibly waning but his resolve unshaken. Together, they pressed deeper into the forest, the shadows thickening around them.
As they walked, Tahmina’s thoughts drifted to the temple, to the blood on her hands and the scalpel at her side. She had always believed in the sanctity of life, in the power of healing to bring light to the darkest places. But now, she had crossed a line, and there was no turning back. God alone knew what kind of creature she would become in the wake of such a choice. 

Chapter 26
Veil of Stars

The floating market revealed itself in the early morning light, dozens of small boats selling all manner of produce from the surrounding valley. Theirs would be just another boat amongst many. The cry of vegetable sellers mingled with the haggling voices of customers on their own small craft, a strange sight in the beautiful mirrored expanse of water. 
The inspection boat cut through morning mist before they'd finished changing clothes. "Mughal banners," Rostam hissed, fumbling with merchant robes that hung loose on his frame. His broken arm made the simple task clumsy, desperate.
Tahmina's hands stilled on her bloodstained dupatta. The cotton fabric felt suddenly heavy as chain mail, each thread a reminder of everything she'd been taught about proper conduct. Her mother's voice echoed across years: A woman's honor is her crown, beti. Guard it more carefully than life itself.
She watched the official vessel approach with methodical precision. Three men in government robes, but the lead inspector carried himself differently from his subordinates. Military bearing poorly disguised by civilian dress. This was no routine tax collector but a hunter wearing bureaucrat's clothing.
Around them, other merchants continued their morning routines, but Tahmina caught the sidelong glances, the subtle shifts in posture that meant word was already spreading. Strangers in Hakim's boat.
 Questions.
The floating market had its own intelligence network, gossip that traveled faster than official messages, carried by wives who knew which merchants paid debts and which ones watered their spices. In a place where reputation was currency, secrets became valuable as saffron. "Your appearance speaks of violence," Rostam said. "And your head covering; it marks you as noble-born."
"I cannot appear unveiled before strangers." Tahmina’s voice carried automatic certainty built from twenty years of careful modesty.
"Dead women observe no customs," Prithviraj said, his words sharp with urgency. The inspection boat was close enough now to see individual faces. The lead official's eyes already scanning their vessel with interest.
"Begum Tahmina." Rostam's tone held panic. "Choose quickly."
Her fingers traced the dupatta's edge while her mind raced through alternatives. In her medical bag lay items that could create convincing illness, pepper powder to redden eyes, herbs that induced fever. She could collapse, feign seizure. Her grandmother had taught more than healing; sometimes deception served life better than honesty.
But Prithviraj caught her calculating look and shook his head fractionally. Too risky. If the inspection turned into extended medical examination, their false identities would crumble under scrutiny from someone trained to spot deception. 
The spice merchant's hands had stopped their nervous motion. His eyes held the flat acceptance of a man who'd made peace with consequences beyond his control. "Whatever happens," he said quietly, "my family owes you nothing. We never met before this morning." Noble words that wouldn't save him if the inspector decided to make examples. But they offered her companions a chance to run if things went badly. Good men still existed, even in times that rewarded cruelty over kindness.
She pulled the cloth away.
Her hair spilled free, dark waves catching morning light like water over stones. The sudden exposure made her neck prickle with vulnerability. Years of protection gone in a single gesture that felt like stepping naked into winter wind. Prithviraj's intake of breath was audible, but he said nothing. This wasn't the moment for words. 
"Standard inspection," the official announced as his men stepped aboard. His gaze swept their small group. "All merchants must present documents."
Rostum  produced his papers that satisfied the bureaucrat. His grandson coughed wetly, the sound drawing the inspector's attention.
"Medical consultation," Rostum explained. "This lady is a village healer."
"Credentials?" The inspector's question came sharp and sudden.
Tahmina felt her unveiled face burn under scrutiny. "Family knowledge passed through generations."
"Show me."
The words hit hard. She opened her medical bag with steady hands despite a racing pulse. Mixed herbs, licorice root, coltsfoot, honey to bind them. Her father’s training made visible.
The inspector watched her work. His expression shifted from suspicion to interest as she explained dosages, preparation methods, the progression of symptoms that required different treatments. Knowledge that couldn't be faked. 
"The boy improves already," Rostum said, and his relief sounded authentic because it was. His son did breathe easier after the first dose.
But the inspector wasn't finished. His attention fixed on Rostam's poorly concealed sling, the way Prithviraj held himself like a man still recovering from poison. Worse, one of his subordinates was sketching in a leather-bound notebook, recording faces, descriptions, details that would be compared against wanted notices back in Srinagar. The bureaucracy of empire made thorough, patient, inevitable in its pursuit of justice or revenge.
"Merchants, you said?" His tone carried new sharpness, the verbal blade sliding between ribs of their performance. The spice merchant's grandson chose that moment to convulse with another coughing fit, blood speckling the silk cushions in bright crimson drops. Real suffering that couldn't be faked, wouldn't be questioned. 
"Please," Rostum sobbed to Tahmina, "help him. The fits are getting worse."
Even imperial inspectors possessed mothers, remembered children's illnesses that turned routine days into nightmares of helpless watching. Tahmina moved with authority that needed no performance. Her hands found the boy's pulse, rapid but strengthening, while her voice carried calm competence. "Hold him steady. The convulsion will pass."
She mixed honey to coat throat irritation, powdered willow bark for fever, a few drops of opium tincture to suppress the violent coughing. Her bag held instruments that couldn't be counterfeited, bone needles for acupuncture, silver scales for measuring precise doses, vials of rare compounds that required months to prepare properly.
The inspector watched her work. "Where did you study such methods?"
"My grandmother trained under Arab physicians in Cordoba before the Christian conquest. She brought their knowledge to Kashmir when she fled Spain." Truth mixed with fiction, creating a background complex enough to satisfy questions while explaining her unusual combination of medical techniques. 
The inspector’s eyed bored into Tahmina. "Perhaps you've heard of other travelers seeking similar flexibility. A wounded warrior. A foreign healer.
The words hung in morning air like sword blades.
Tahmina forced herself to breathe normally. Her unveiled face felt exposed as a wound, but she met the inspector's gaze with steady eyes. A village healer had no reason to fear questions about fugitives. "We hear many stories on trade routes," she said. "Most prove false when examined."
"A wise attitude. False stories can be dangerous." The threat was polite but unmistakable. This man knew exactly who he sought. Only uncertainty about identification kept their performance viable.
Rostum’s son coughed again. "The medicine works quickly," Rostum said to Tahmina. 
"Recovery takes time. Small doses throughout the day, never large amounts at once."
The inspector listened to this exchange with growing impatience, but his subordinate continued sketching details into the official record. Every gesture catalogued, every word weighed for inconsistencies that might surface later under different questioning.
From neighboring boats came the sounds of morning commerce resuming, merchants who'd paused their haggling to watch government theater now returning to safer concerns of profit and loss. But their attention remained, ears tuned for outcomes that might affect their own security. 
The floating market existed in delicate balance between imperial authority and commercial independence. Too much cooperation with government searches would drive away customers who valued discretion. Too little would bring heavier official presence that strangled trade entirely. "Continue your business," the inspector said finally, but his words carried undertones of threat rather than dismissal. 
His subordinate closed the notebook with a snap that sounded like breaking bones. Records complete, descriptions preserved, the machinery of bureaucratic investigation. The official boat moved on to other targets, but not before the lead inspector's eyes swept their group one final time, memorizing faces, filing details that would resurface in reports reaching higher authorities. They'd bought time, not safety. 
The distinction mattered more with each moment that passed.
"How long before they come back?" Prithviraj asked quietly. 
Rostum breathed out heavily. "Hours. Maybe less if they compare our descriptions with official notices."
"Then we leave now."
"Agreed. But carefully. Panic draws attention faster than anything else."
As they transferred to another boat for the journey to Srinagar, she felt strange without her dupatta's familiar weight. The morning breeze touched her hair with intimate familiarity that made her neck prickle with awareness. Other women in the market moved unveiled, wives of fishermen and fruit sellers, but their comfort with exposure came from lifetime practice, not anxious necessity.
Every male glance felt weighted with judgment or appreciation she couldn't distinguish. Freedom and vulnerability twisted together until she couldn't separate the sensations. This was what birds must feel when cages opened, exhilaration mixed with terror of predators they'd forgotten existed.
Prithviraj watched the shore as their boat moved efficiently between other vessels. His attention stayed focused on navigation, but she caught him stealing glances when he thought she wouldn't notice. Not the crude staring of men who saw women as possessions, but something deeper that made her pulse quicken. "Your father taught you well," he said after a time.
Around them, the floating market gradually fell behind, morning commerce continuing its eternal rhythms while they carried their dangerous secrets toward to distant ocean. The river carried them downstream through countryside that showed Kashmir's deceptive peace. Rice paddies stretched between hills where soldiers might wait in forest shadows. Orchards heavy with fruit that they couldn't stop to enjoy.
Behind them, the floating markets conversation would soon include questions about strangers who'd appeared at dawn and vanished by midday. Memory was currency in places like this. Information that could be traded for favor or gold. 
Ahead lay Srinagar, city of lakes and gardens where empires met and mingled. Their final sanctuary in Kashmir's heart, if sanctuary could still be found. If their enemies hadn't reached the city first.
The river widened as they moved downstream, its waters reflecting the faint orange glow of the rising sun. The stillness of the morning was deceptive, a thin veil over the tension that gripped their small boat. Prithviraj stood at the stern, his eyes scanning the banks for any sign of movement. His hand rested on the hilt of his dagger, a habit born of years spent in battle. Tahmina sat at the bow, her unveiled hair catching the breeze. She felt exposed, but there was no turning back now. Rostam, his broken arm cradled in a makeshift sling, steered the boat with practiced ease, though his face was pale with pain.
"Keep your eyes sharp," Rostam muttered, his voice low. "The Mughals have spies everywhere. One wrong move and we’re done."
"Or maybe we’ve already been seen," Prithviraj replied, his tone grim. "That inspector wasn’t convinced. He’ll report back, and they’ll come looking."
Tahmina turned to look at them, her expression calm but her hands clenched tightly in her lap. "We’ve bought ourselves time. That’s all we can do for now. Let’s not waste it on fear."
Rostam gave her a sideways glance, a hint of admiration in his eyes. "You’ve changed, Begum Tahmina," he said. "From healer to warrior in a matter of days. I wonder which is the real you."
"Perhaps both," she replied, her voice steady. "Life doesn’t let us choose who we become. It forces our hand, and we must adapt."

Prithviraj nodded, his gaze lingering on her for a moment before turning back to the river. "Adapt or die. That’s the way of the world. But I’ll say this—you’ve handled it better than most."
The boat glided past rice paddies, their green expanse broken only by the occasional farmer working knee-deep in water. The scene was peaceful, almost idyllic, but none of them could afford to be lulled by it. Danger could come from anywhere—a bowman hidden in the trees, a rider galloping across the fields, or even another boat passing too close.
As they rounded a bend in the river, they saw a small village nestled along the banks. Smoke rose from chimneys, and the sounds of morning activity drifted across the water. Children played by the shore, their laughter echoing in the crisp air. A group of women washed clothes in the shallows, their vibrant saris creating a patchwork of color against the muted greens and browns of the landscape.
"We should avoid that village," Rostam said, his voice tense. "Too many eyes, too many questions."
"Agreed," Prithviraj said. "But we’ll need supplies soon. We can’t keep rowing without food or water."
Tahmina leaned forward, her gaze fixed on the village. "There might be another way. If we wait until nightfall, we could slip in unnoticed. Take what we need and leave before anyone realizes we were there."
Rostam shook his head. "Too risky. The villagers will be alert to thieves. And if they catch us, they’ll turn us in for the reward money without a second thought."
"Then we’ll have to make do with what we have," Prithviraj said, his tone resigned. "At least until we’re closer to Srinagar."

The boat fell silent as they passed the village, each of them lost in their thoughts. Tahmina’s mind wandered back to the floating market, to the moment she had removed her dupatta. It had been a small act, but it felt like a line had been crossed—one she could never uncross. She had always been taught that a woman’s honor was her most precious possession, something to be guarded at all costs. But now, faced with the reality of survival, she wondered if honor was a luxury she could no longer afford.
Prithviraj’s voice broke through her reverie. "We’ll reach Srinagar by nightfall if the current stays strong. But we’ll need a plan before we get there. We can’t just row into the city and hope for the best."
Rostam grunted in agreement. "We’ll need papers—official ones this time, not the forged ones I showed that inspector. And we’ll need contacts. People who can help us stay hidden."
"Contacts cost money," Prithviraj said. "And we don’t have much of that left."
Tahmina straightened, her expression thoughtful. "I might be able to help with that. My father had connections in Srinagar—merchants, physicians, even some who worked in the governor’s palace. If they’re still loyal to him, they might help us."
Rostam raised an eyebrow. "That’s a big 'if.' And it assumes they’re still alive. The Mughals aren’t known for their mercy to those who oppose them."
"It’s a risk we’ll have to take," Prithviraj said. "We’re running out of options."
The sun climbed higher in the sky, its warmth driving away the morning chill. The river carried them through a landscape that seemed untouched by the conflicts raging around it. Orchards heavy with fruit lined the banks, their branches bending under the weight of ripe apples and pears. Birds flitted between the trees, their songs a stark contrast to the tension in the boat.
As they approached a dense stretch of forest, Prithviraj’s hand tightened on his dagger. "This is a good place for an ambush," he muttered, his eyes scanning the shadows between the trees. "If I were them, I’d wait here."
"Then let’s not give them the chance," Rostam said, steering the boat closer to the opposite bank. "Stay low and keep quiet."
They moved in silence, the only sound the gentle splash of water against the boat’s hull. The forest loomed to their left, dark and impenetrable. Every rustle of leaves, every snap of a twig, sent their nerves on edge. But no attack came. The forest remained still, its secrets hidden behind a wall of green. When they finally emerged from the shadow of the trees, Rostam let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. "We’re almost there," he said, his voice tinged with relief. "Just a few more hours."
Prithviraj nodded, though his expression remained guarded. "Don’t get too comfortable. The hardest part is still ahead."
Tahmina’s gaze drifted to the horizon, where the faint outline of Srinagar’s minarets was just visible against the sky. The city of lakes and gardens, a place of beauty and danger in equal measure. It was their last hope, but it was also a place where their enemies could be waiting.
As the boat glided forward, she felt a strange mix of anticipation and dread. The journey had changed her in ways she was still beginning to understand. She was no longer the sheltered noblewoman she had been just days ago. But who she had become—and what she would have to do next—was still a mystery. The river carried them inexorably toward Srinagar, its waters a silent witness to their struggle. Ahead lay the city, its promise of sanctuary mingling with the threat of betrayal. 


Chapter 27
Flames of the Fort

"There," Rostam said, pointing across the water’s mirrored surface. "Your safehouse."
The ancient fort rose from the eastern shore, amber sandstone walls catching afternoon light. But where Prithviraj expected to feel homecoming, only hollowness opened in his chest. Carved elephants that had once supported proud balconies now held crumbling stone. Lotus domes crowned towers where weeds grew from mortar cracks.
The boat's gentle rocking brought back memories unbidden—his father's hands guiding his small fingers on wooden oars, teaching him to read water currents and wind patterns. A prince must know every path to his domain, the king had said, including those that lead away from it. Prophetic words, considering how often they'd fled since.
"Whose house?" Tahmina asked.
"Mine." The word felt strange on his tongue. "My family's. Built by my great-grandfather when we controlled these waters."
Controlled. Past tense. The grammar of defeat.
The approach revealed details that distance had mercifully hidden. Marble screens showed gaps where geometric patterns had been systematically chiseled out—probably by treasure hunters seeking pieces small enough to carry. Window frames that had once held precious glass now gaped like empty eye sockets. Even the decorative peacocks atop the corner towers had lost their tail feathers to weather or vandalism.
They approached through shallows where lotus flowers bloomed among the ruins of a defensive chain. Pink petals floated like splashes of paint on water that reflected nothing but sky. Even the lake seemed to have forgotten the battles fought on its surface. "The chain was my grandfather's innovation," Prithviraj murmured, remembering stories told by firelight. "Iron links thick as a man's wrist, stretched between those two towers. It could stop any boat trying to force passage." Now rust-colored fragments littered the lake bottom like autumn leaves.
"Guards?" Tahmina asked.
"If anyone remains." Prithviraj’s throat constricted. "Loyalty dies when payment stops." But even as he said it, he wondered if that was fair. How many had stayed until the very end, watching their world collapse around them? How many had died defending walls that couldn't be held? The survivor's guilt twisted in his stomach—familiar now, but no less bitter.
The water gate hung open, bronze hinges green with age. Inside the courtyard, fountains held stagnant pools where frogs croaked territorial songs. Marble inlay showed gaps where precious stones had been pried loose. The fountains had been his mother's pride. She'd commissioned artisans from Persia to create water features that sang different notes as liquid flowed over carved channels. Now only bullfrogs provided music, their bass chorus echoing off walls designed for human laughter. "Hello!" Prithviraj called.
Only echoes answered from empty galleries.
Then footsteps shuffled across stone above. An elderly man appeared at the balcony's edge—white beard, simple cotton clothes, curved sword at his belt despite his advanced age. "Prince Prithviraj?" he called down. "Is that you?"
"Baldev Uncle." Relief flooded through him. "I thought you'd gone to Rajasthan."
"Someone needs to tend the dead. Even when the living have fled." The old retainer descended marble stairs with dignity that ignored his worn clothing. Each step demonstrated unwavering loyalty. Prithviraj noticed how Baldev's left hand gripped the banister—arthritis, probably, though the sword arm still looked steady enough. "You shouldn't have come," he said when he reached them. "Mughal forces search every Rajput stronghold. This place is watched."
"By whom?"
"Bounty hunters. Spies. Men who sell princes for gold." Baldev studied their small group with rheumy eyes. "But come. Hot food waits."
As they walked through corridors Prithviraj had once run through as a child, memories assaulted him with painful clarity. Here was the alcove where he'd hidden during lessons, reading adventure stories instead of studying statecraft. There was the window from which he'd watched his father train with the master-at-arms, dreaming of the day he'd be strong enough to lift a real sword.  He'd finally learned to fight, but only after there was nothing left worth defending.
In the kitchen, copper pots gleamed on shelves built to serve armies. They helped Baldev prepare the meal. The food was simple—saffron rice, mutton curry, warm flatbread—but perfectly prepared. "My late wife's recipes," Baldev explained. "She believed food was love you could taste."
Prithviraj remembered Baldev's wife—a round, cheerful woman who'd snuck him sweets when his tutors weren't watching. She'd called him little prince even when he towered over her, treating him like the grandson she'd never had. "She died here?" Tahmina asked gently.
"During the siege. Twelve years past. Chose poison over dishonor when the walls were breached." The casual mention stopped conversation. Some sacrifices were too large for words.
But Prithviraj needed to know. "Was it... quick?" Baldev's weathered hands paused over his food. "She waited until the last moment. Made sure the serving girls escaped through the river passage. Then she sat in her favorite chair, the one overlooking the rose garden, and drank the cup as if it were evening tea." His voice carried no bitterness, only a kind of fierce pride. "She chose her ending. That matters more than how it came."
A bird call echoed across the water—too perfect, too human. "My grandson returns," Baldev said. "With news."
Running footsteps approached through the courtyard. A young voice called urgent warnings: "Naana! Mughal troops on the lake! Three boats, forty men, all armed!"
"Soldiers?"
"These aren't local guards. They move like palace troops—imperial household, maybe. Someone important wants the prince taken alive." Prithviraj's blood chilled. If the Emperor had sent his personal guard, it meant this wasn't just about capturing another fugitive Rajput. This was about making an example. About proving that nowhere was safe for those who opposed Mughal rule.
Baldev rose with movements that belied his age. "Escape routes exist, but they'll be watched by now. They've had time to position men."
"Then we fight?" Prithviraj asked, knowing the answer.
"We can try. But old swords don't win against young armies." Baldev's eyes held grim calculation. "I suggest destruction."
Prithviraj swallowed hard. "You want to burn the fort?"
"I want to burn evidence. Remove traces. Deny them victory."
Prithviraj walked to the window. Mughal boats cut through water in formation, dark shapes against afternoon clouds. His stomach clenched as if he'd been gut-punched. This was his great-grandfather's vision made stone. His grandfather's hunting lodge. His father's last retreat before the final defeat. Seven centuries of Rajput heritage condensed into carved galleries and painted halls.
In the corner of the great hall stood a low table where his father had signed treaties, hoping diplomacy might succeed where warfare had failed. The ink stains were still visible on the marble surface—permanent marks of old hopes. "The art," he said hoarsely. "The history. Everything they built."
"Your ancestors built for their time," Baldev replied. "You must choose for yours."
Choose. Between honoring the dead and protecting the living. Between preserving beauty and ensuring survival. Prithviraj’s hands started shaking. This was worse than any battlefield decision—those only risked his own life. This would erase proof that his people had ever mattered. That they'd created something worth remembering.
The painted walls around him seemed to whisper accusations. Generations of royal portraits watched with painted eyes that held all the dignity he was about to destroy. His great-grandmother's face, captured in miniature on ivory, seemed particularly reproachful. "How long before the fire spreads?" His voice sounded distant to his own ears.
"Hours. Stone won't burn, but everything else will."
Prithviraj closed his eyes. Saw his father's face the day they'd lost the capital. A king who cannot protect his kingdom deserves no monuments.
"Do it," he whispered.
"You're certain?"
"Some things matter more than stone," he whispered as Tahmina’s fingers found his. 
They scattered through the fort. Lamp oil splashed across painted walls showing hunting scenes from happier times. Cotton curtains soaked in fuel. Centuries of accumulated beauty prepared for immolation.
Each room held its own small tragedy. His mother's prayer alcove, where she'd knelt every dawn facing the rising sun. His father's study, still holding books on military strategy that had proven useless against superior numbers. The music room where court musicians had once played ragas that could make warriors weep. In the treasury, they found gold coins, jewelry, precious stones. Portable wealth that could buy passage to distant lands. "Take what you can carry," Baldev ordered his grandson. "Leave the rest for the flames."
But the boy was staring at a particular chest with wide eyes. "Naana, look."
Inside lay weapons—not decorative pieces, but fighting steel. Swords that had tasted Mughal blood, bows that had sent arrows through enemy armor, daggers that had ended lives in midnight camps. An arsenal preserved for a war that might never come. "Your father's collection," Baldev said to Prithviraj. "He thought someday you might have use for them."
Prithviraj lifted a curved sword that had belonged to his grandfather. The blade sang as it cleared the scabbard—perfect steel, perfectly balanced, still sharp enough to split silk scarves in the air. For a moment, he imagined making a stand here, dying as kings should die, sword in hand and enemies piled before him.
But dying heroes didn't protect the people they left behind.
"Mughal troops landing!" the grandson shouted. 
Time.
Prithviraj struck flint against steel close to oil-soaked curtains. Sparks caught cotton that flared like summer lightning. Flames raced along walls decorated with royal pride, consuming painted tigers and peacocks, climbing toward carved galleries his great-grandmother had designed.
The heat hit his face like accusation.
"Out," Baldev ordered. "Through the water gate." They ran through corridors filling with smoke. Orange light danced on walls that would soon be ash. Each step felt like abandoning family members to the flames.
Behind them, the fire found the music room. Strings snapped on abandoned instruments, creating discordant notes that sounded like screaming. Or perhaps that was just the wind through windows turned into chimney flues. At the water gate, Mughal soldiers were visible on distant shores, positioning for complete coverage. But the fire was spreading faster than expected—wind through broken windows feeding hungry flames.
"You're not coming," Prithviraj said to Baldev. Not a question.
"Someone must witness the end. Someone must remember why."
"They'll kill you."
"Probably. But death here feels better than exile elsewhere." The old man's eyes reflected firelight. "Besides, someone needs to tell them the prince went north toward the mountains. Buy you time for the real escape."
The boat pushed away from stone steps worn smooth by centuries of feet. Orange tongues licked at carved elephants and lotus domes, consuming artistry that had survived wars but not this final sacrifice. "Was it worth it?" Tahmina asked as flames reached the main tower.
"Ask me in ten years," he said with a tremor in his voice, watching smoke pour from windows that had once displayed silk banners. "When we know if survival justified the cost."
Fire lit the lake water like scattered gold coins. The Mughal boats had stopped their advance, commanders calculating whether pursuit was worth the risk. No evidence remained for interrogation. 
As they rowed toward the far shore, Prithviraj heard something that made him stop breathing. Faint on the night wind came the sound of temple bells—not alarm bells, but the gentle bronze chimes his mother had commissioned for evening prayers. 
Even in death, the fort was singing its last song. Behind them, his ancestral home became its own funeral pyre, bright against the darkening sky. The flames roared higher, swallowing the intricate carvings and painted frescoes that had once been the pride of the Rajput kings. Smoke curled into the sky, a black shroud that seemed to hang over the lake like a mourner’s veil. The air was thick with the scent of burning wood and memories, each breath a reminder of what was being lost.
Prithviraj sat silently in the boat, his eyes fixed on the rising inferno. His hands clenched the oars, but he made no move to row. Tahmina glanced at him, her own heart heavy with the weight of the destruction they had left behind. She reached out, placing a hand gently on his arm. He didn’t flinch, but neither did he look at her. His gaze remained locked on the fort, as if by watching he could somehow undo the choice he had made.
“Prithviraj,” she said softly, her voice barely audible over the crackling of the distant flames. “We did what we had to do.”
He didn’t respond immediately. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, almost a whisper. “Did we? Or did I just erase the last trace of who we are?”
Tahmina squeezed his arm, her fingers warm against his skin. “You protected us. You gave us a chance to survive. That’s what matters now.”
Rostam, sitting at the stern of the boat, cleared his throat. His voice was gruff, but there was a note of understanding in it. “The fort was already dying, Prince. It’s been fading for years. What you did wasn’t destruction. It was… release. Letting go of something that was already gone.”
Prithviraj turned to look at him, his eyes searching Rostam’s face for some sign of doubt or pity. But the captain’s expression was steady, his gaze unwavering. There was no judgment there, only the stark truth of a man who had seen too much death to romanticize it.
“Release,” Prithviraj repeated, testing the word on his tongue. It felt hollow, but maybe that was the point. Maybe letting go was supposed to feel like this—like a part of him had been torn away, leaving an emptiness behind.
The boat drifted slowly toward the far shore, carried by the gentle current of the lake. The water reflected the fire’s glow, turning the surface into a rippling tapestry of orange and gold. It was almost beautiful, in a way that made Tahmina’s heart ache. She thought of the stories Prithviraj had told her about the fort—the feasts held in its grand halls, the laughter of children running through its courtyards, the quiet moments of prayer in its sacred spaces. All of it was gone now, consumed by the flames.
“Prithviraj,” she said again, this time more firmly. “We need to keep walking.”
He nodded, though his movements were slow, as if every motion required more effort than he could muster. He lifted the oars and began to row, the rhythmic splash of the water against the boat the only sound as they moved further from the fire.
As they approached the shore, Tahmina’s eyes scanned the darkness for any sign of danger. The trees along the water’s edge were thick, their shadows deep and impenetrable. It was impossible to tell if anyone—or anything—was waiting for them. She glanced back at Rostam, who had drawn his dagger and was holding it loosely in his hand.
“We’ll need to be careful,” she said, her voice low. “They’ll expect us to come this way.”
Prithviraj nodded again, his expression hardening as he focused on the task at hand. “There’s a path through the woods. It’s narrow and overgrown, but it should lead us to the foothills. If we can make it there, we’ll have a better chance of losing them.”

They beached the boat on a small strip of sand, its keel scraping against the pebbles. Tahmina stepped out first, her feet sinking slightly into the wet ground. She turned to help Prithviraj, but he waved her off, climbing out on his own. Rostam followed, his movements quick and efficient as he tied the boat to a nearby tree.
“We’ll need to cover our tracks,” he said, gesturing to the sandy shore. “They’ll be searching for signs of our passage.”
Prithviraj bent down, brushing his hand over the sand to erase their footprints. Tahmina did the same, her movements careful and deliberate. It was slow work, but necessary. Every second they spent here was a second closer to being caught.
When they were finished, they moved into the woods, the trees closing in around them like a protective cloak. The air was cooler here, the scent of pine and earth replacing the acrid smell of smoke. They walked in silence, their footsteps soft against the forest floor. Prithviraj led the way, his movements sure despite the darkness. He had walked this path before, many times, though never under such dire circumstances.
After a while, Tahmina spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. “What now?”
Prithviraj didn’t answer right away. When he did, his voice was steady, though there was a hint of uncertainty in it. “We keep moving. We find allies.”
Tahmina nodded, though she wasn’t sure he could see her in the darkness. She thought of Baldev, standing in the burning fort, choosing death over exile. She thought of the old man’s loyalty, his unwavering belief in a prince who had lost everything except the will to survive.
They walked for what felt like hours, the forest gradually thinning as they climbed higher into the foothills. The path grew steeper, the ground more uneven, but they pressed on, driven by the need to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the soldiers.
Finally, Prithviraj stopped, turning to look back the way they had come. The fort was no longer visible, but the glow of the fire still lit the horizon, a faint orange smudge against the night sky. He stood there for a long moment, his shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world rested on them.
“Prithviraj,” Tahmina said gently, stepping closer to him. “We’ll find a way. We’ll make it.”
He turned to look at her, his eyes dark with pain. “I don’t know if I can do this,” he admitted, his voice raw. “I don’t know if I can be what they need me to be.”
Tahmina reached up, her hand cupping his cheek. “You already are,” she said softly. “You’re their prince. And you’re still here. That’s enough.”
He leaned into her touch, closing his eyes for a moment as if drawing strength from her presence. When he opened them again, there was a new resolve in his gaze. “Then let’s keep going,” he said, his voice steady once more.
They turned and continued up the path, the glow of the fire fading behind them. The night was quiet, the only sounds the rustle of leaves and the occasional hoot of an owl. They walked in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, but bound together by the shared weight of their journey.
Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled, its mournful cry echoing through the hills. Prithviraj stopped again, listening to the sound as if it carried some hidden message. Then he squared his shoulders and moved forward, his steps firm and purposeful.
“We’ll find a way,” he said, more to himself than to the others. “We have to.” Tahmina glanced at Rostam, who gave her a faint nod. They followed Prithviraj up the path, the forest stretching out around them like a vast, unknowable sea. 
The night was long, and the road ahead uncertain, but they kept moving. And for now, that was enough.

Chapter 28
Night Gardens of Srinagar

The houseboat veered sharply left, its wake disturbing sleeping water birds. 
The sudden course change sent Tahmina stumbling against cedar railings still slick with evening dew. "Problem ahead," the boatman muttered, his hennaed beard catching moonlight as he scanned the lake's silver surface. Gold teeth flashed in a grimace rather than his earlier smile. "Patrol boat. Making their rounds early tonight."
Prithviraj tensed. "How early?"
"Three hours early. Someone's pressuring them to work harder." The houseboat slid through Dal Lake's darker channels now, following routes that avoided main waterways. Hand-carved walnut screens covered windows that glowed with amber lamplight from within, but the boatman had already begun dimming the brightest lamps. Running dark, like smugglers.
"Safe harbor?" Prithviraj asked, though the question felt increasingly hollow.
"Safe enough, if you pay fair prices." The boatman's eyes remained fixed on distant lights. "My family protects travelers who understand that protection costs."
They'd been hiding on the lake for three days, moving between houseboats owned by merchants who understood discretion's value. But tonight felt different. Tonight, even the lake seemed to whisper warnings. "How fair?" Prithviraj pressed.
"Fair enough to buy silence."
The houseboat's interior revealed luxury that seemed almost obscene after weeks of running—Persian carpets, brass oil lamps, cedar beams fragrant with mountain forests. Everything designed for comfort. A floating palace for merchants who could afford to travel in style. "Rest here," the boatman said, but his casual tone now carried underlying tension. "Food arrives soon. Hot water for washing. Clean clothes that don't smell of lake mud and..." he paused, nostrils flaring slightly, "other things."
"What other things?" Tahmina asked.
"Things that happen when people run too fast and fight too hard." His weathered fingers touched his own sword hilt. "I've carried that scent myself. Some memories stay in the skin."
A young woman appeared carrying brass trays, but her graceful movements seemed hurried. Her purple silk sari was beautiful, but her eyes kept darting toward the windows. "My daughter Kamala," the boatman said. "She knows four languages and six cooking styles, but tonight she's nervous in all of them."
"Father—" Kamala began, then stopped herself. The warning in her voice was unmistakable.
"What is it?" Prithviraj demanded.
"Tell them," her father said quietly.
Kamala set down the trays with steady hands that betrayed nothing of her worried expression. "Mughal forces arrived in Srinagar today. Asking questions. But not random questions—they carried detailed drawings."
The brass cups she was arranging clinked against each other. Such a small sound, but it filled the sudden silence like a death knell. "Drawings of what?" Though Tahmina already knew.
"Of faces. Your faces. Artist's work—precise, professional. Someone who observed you very carefully." 
Prithviraj's jaw tightened. "Palace artists?"
"That quality of work costs imperial gold. Whoever wants you has deep pockets." 
The food was extraordinary despite the circumstances—saffron rice glowing like tiny pearls, fish curry spiced with fennel and fenugreek, lotus root prepared with mint and yogurt. Flavors that spoke of Kashmir's position between Indian and Persian culinary traditions. But every bite tasted of borrowed time. "The drawings," Tahmina said between careful spoonfuls. "How accurate?"
"Accurate enough that I recognized you immediately." Kamala's honesty was brutal and necessary. "Down to the scar on your hand, the way you hold your head. Someone studied you for hours." 
"When?" Prithviraj's voice had gone dangerously quiet. "We've been careful—"
"Have you?" The boatman's question cut through assumptions. "Think back. Every stop. Every market. Every time you felt safe enough to lower your guard."
Memory struck like lightning. The monastery where they'd rested two weeks ago. The helpful monk who'd insisted they stay an extra day. Who'd brought them tea each morning, lingering to chat while observing their faces in good light. "The Jesuit mission near Baramulla," Tahmina whispered.
"Brother Francis," Prithviraj said grimly. "Portuguese missionary with an artist's eye and flexible loyalties."
Outside, night sounds filled the lake—but now every splash might be oars, every distant voice a threat. The normal life continuing on other houseboats seemed impossibly naive. "Any safe way to escape?" Prithviraj asked.
"All watched now. River routes, mountain passes, even lake channels. They've positioned men at every exit point." The boatman served tea flavored with cardamom, but his hands weren't entirely steady. "They're being thorough because failure brings consequences."
"Such as?"
"The kind that affect careers permanently. The sergeant leading this search is young, ambitious. He needs success more than he needs sleep."
Kamala returned with hot water in copper basins. "We can't stay here indefinitely," Tahmina said.
"You can't leave immediately either. Not without better planning." The boatman's pragmatism was harsh but accurate. "Sometimes the best hiding place is one they've already searched."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning become people they're not looking for. Merchants have legitimate reasons to travel. Fugitive Rajput princes do not."
Kamala arranged privacy screens around washing areas. "Hot water cools quickly. Clean yourselves while you can."
Tahmina stripped away clothes that carried weeks of violence and flight. Her reflection in the copper basin showed a woman changed by hardship—thinner face, watchful eyes, muscles that stayed ready for sudden movement. The person in those detailed drawings might already be obsolete. But the hot water felt like liquid blessing, soap scented with rose oil removing layers of fear along with dirt. She scrubbed until her skin glowed, until she felt human rather than merely hunted. But even in this moment of luxury, her ears stayed tuned for voices.
"Better?" Prithviraj called from behind his screen.
"Much."
Kamala brought fresh clothes—simple cotton garments in local style. "Merchant's wife," she explained. "Modest but prosperous. Someone who travels for business." The clothing felt strange after weeks of travel gear, but it also felt like armor of a different sort. Disguise that might work if their performance matched their appearance.
They settled on silk cushions around a low table while oil lamps cast golden circles that didn't reach the room's corners. Privacy created by selective illumination, but also vulnerability—light made them more visible to watchers. "What about a plan?" the boatman asked.
"Still forming," Prithviraj replied carefully. "But we must depart Kashmir before the search net tightens."
"Dangerous journey. Winter’s approaching fast."
"Everything is dangerous now," Tahmina said with a wry smile. She studied Prithviraj’s face in lamplight. Clean clothes made him appear younger, but the weight of constant decision-making had aged his eyes. The prince he'd been before capture and exile was still visible, but overlaid now with harder experience. "You're thinking of your father again," she said.
"I'm thinking whether all this justifies endangering everyone who helps us."
It wasn't philosophy for its own sake—she could see the specific guilt driving his thoughts. The burning fort, the loyal retainer who'd stayed to die, now this family risking imperial displeasure for fugitive strangers. "Second thoughts?"
"Maybe."
"And your conclusions?"
"Some people are worth protecting regardless of cost." His gaze found hers, and for a moment the danger surrounding them seemed small to the choice they'd made to stay together. But outside, a boat splashed by
"Patrol boat," Kamala said quietly.
"How thorough are these checks?" Tahmina asked.
"Thorough enough."
"If they find something suspicious?"
"Then thoroughness becomes extremely detailed."
"Documents ready?" Prithviraj asked.
Kamala gave him a hard stare. "Always ready. But documents only work if stories match perfectly."
"What’s our story?"
"Merchant family. Carpet traders from Jammu. Here for business before winter closes travel routes."
"Believable?"
"Believable if everyone remembers their roles. Merchants' wives know about carpet prices, weaving techniques, seasonal trade patterns. Do you?"
The question hit. They'd assumed disguise was about clothes and documents, but real merchants possessed detailed knowledge. "Teach us," Tahmina said urgently. "Quickly."
"Kashmiri carpets use distinctive knots," Kamala began, her voice taking on a teacher's cadence. "Sehna knots, eight hundred per square inch minimum for quality work. Patterns follow traditional designs—paisley, tree-of-life, hunting scenes. Prices vary by knot count, wool quality, and pattern complexity."
Footsteps thumped against the houseboat's hull before she could continue. Officials boarding for inspection, their voices carrying authority. "Inspection," came the call. "All occupants present themselves for questioning."
"Coming," the boatman replied. "One moment to gather my family."
They emerged from sleeping quarters wearing local clothes and neutral expressions. Tahmina's heartbeat raced  as she noticed the sergeant's sharp eyes cataloging every detail. He was younger than expected—perhaps twenty-five—but his bearing suggested someone with much to prove. "Names and business," he demanded.
"Ghulam Ali, carpet merchant. These are customers from Jammu. Here to purchase goods before winter."
"Customers?"
"Newlyweds. Shopping for household items. Young couples always need quality carpets."
The sergeant's gaze fixed on Tahmina. "Recently married?"
"Last month," she replied, fighting to keep her voice steady.
"Show me your marriage documents."
"Lost during a river crossing. A flash flood took our baggage boat."
"Convenient." His tone carried skepticism that made sweat prick along her spine despite the cool night air.
"Unfortunate. We're replacing necessities one item at a time."
"Including wedding jewelry?" His eyes were fixed on her throat where marriage necklaces should hang.
"Pawned for travel money. My husband's carpet business suffered during the recent troubles."
"What troubles?"
The question was a trap—too vague and she'd sound ignorant, too specific and she might contradict known facts. "Bandits disrupted trade routes through the Pir Panjal passes," Prithviraj answered smoothly. "Three caravans lost this season. Insurance doesn't cover warfare."
Standard merchant complaints that the sergeant would have heard before. But his attention had shifted to examining their hands—checking for calluses that matched claimed professions. "Show me this carpet merchandise," he ordered the boatman.
They moved to the storage section where rolled carpets filled wooden racks. Each piece was properly labeled with origin and price, legitimate merchandise that supported their cover story. The sergeant unrolled a particularly fine piece—silk threads catching lamplight in patterns of incredible complexity. "Quality work. Expensive for simple merchants."
"Kashmiri carpets bring premium prices in Delhi markets," the boatman replied. "Worth the investment if transport can be arranged safely."
"What's the knot count on this piece?"
Tahmina's breath caught. A technical question designed expose fake identities. 
"Twelve hundred per square inch," Kamala answered smoothly. "Silk on cotton foundation. Six months' work for a master weaver."
The sergeant examined the carpet's backing. His nod was grudging but satisfied. "And you?" The sergeant's attention swung back to Tahmina. "What attracts you to this particular piece?"
The question hung in air thick with lamp smoke and tension. A wrong answer would shatter their carefully constructed deception. "The hunting scene border," she said, praying her observation was accurate. "My husband enjoys hunting stories. This would remind him of better times."
The sergeant's eyes narrowed as he studied the carpet's border design. Moments passed like hours before he nodded slowly. "Too sentimental for me," he said dismissively. "Everything seems proper here. Continue your business." The marines departed for other targets, their oars splashing across water toward the next houseboat. More merchants to question, more stories to test.
"Well done," the boatman breathed when they were safely gone.
"Barely," Prithviraj replied. "That was too close."
"Close enough to learn important lessons," Kamala said. "Your disguises need more than clothes and documents. They need knowledge, habits, the kind of details that come from years of living this kind of life."
"How do we acquire such knowledge quickly?"
"Practice. Study. Accept that every conversation is a test you might fail."
They settled back into sleeping arrangements with relief that felt precious and temporary. Tonight's inspection was finished, but tomorrow would bring new patrols, new questions, new tests of their improvised identities. Outside, the lake settled into midnight quiet, but the sound of distant patrol boats reminded them that safety was always temporary. 
Water lapped against wooden hulls in hypnotic rhythms. They would adapt. They would learn to become the merchants they pretended to be. The lake kept its secrets, but demanded payment for the privilege.


Chapter 29
The Silk Merchant's Betrayal

Tahmina woke to the sound of betrayal.

Dawn broke over Dal Lake, its surface a shimmering expanse of burnished silver against the deep black silk of night. The air was heavy with the scent of wet reeds and the faint, sharp tang of pine from distant forests. Urgent whispers drifted through the cedar walls of their houseboat, voices she recognized from days of careful pleasantries. The silk merchant, who had complimented her eyes while selling her a dupatta, calling her "sister" in the way of traders seeking trust. The herb seller, who had praised her knowledge of mountain remedies, genuinely impressed by her understanding of altitude sickness and respiratory ailments. The boat builder, who had accepted her gold without question, his calloused hands trembling slightly as he counted coins that represented more wealth than he would see in years.

Now they spoke in Kashmiri with the hungry calculation of people dividing spoils, their earlier warmth replaced by a kind of arithmetic. "Enough gold to buy three boats," someone hissed. "My children could eat meat every day."

"Blood money, Rashid. My grandmother always said—"

"Your grandmother never watched her grandchildren go hungry while Mughal gold sits within reach."

Tahmina pressed closer to the wall, her breath tightening until she felt like she couldn’t breathe. The cedar wood still carried the scent of mountain forests where it had grown—forests she and Prithviraj had fled through just weeks ago, when their love had first branded them as criminals in the eyes of empire. They had thought distance would bring safety, that the anonymity of Kashmir's floating markets would shelter what Delhi's courts had condemned.

How naive they had been.

Beside her, Prithviraj slept on, his face peaceful in a way she hadn't seen since their flight from Delhi began. His breathing was deep and even, the rhythm she had memorized during their journey across mountain passes. Even in sleep, his hand rested near the dagger that had saved them both more times than she cared to count. For a moment, she almost couldn't wake him—this might be the last peace either of them knew. "Prithvi," she whispered, shaking his shoulder gently. She felt the familiar warmth of his skin, memorizing it. "We have company."

His eyes opened instantly, that soldier's alertness that had kept them alive these past weeks. In those dark depths, she glimpsed the man he had been before love had made him a fugitive—Commander Prithviraj Singh, whose tactical brilliance had once served the very empire that now hunted them. "Mughals?" he asked, his voice low and steady.

"Worse. Neighbors," she replied, trying for levity, but her voice cracked. The weight of constant fear had worn grooves in her soul, like water eroding stone. "They're debating our market value like we're livestock at auction."

He sat up, running a hand through hair that had grown longer during their exile, softening the harsh lines that flight had carved into his face. "How long have they been talking?"

"Long enough to agree we're worth more dead than alive to them."

The sound of a rowboat made them both freeze. Through the carved screen—intricate work that had taken some master craftsman months to complete—they watched Ghulam Ali climb aboard with the heavy movements of a man bearing terrible news. Their host had left before dawn to gather intelligence from contacts who traded in information as readily as they traded in silk and spices. The merchant networks of Kashmir were ancient and efficient.

His usual smile had vanished, replaced by the expression of a man conducting distasteful but necessary business. The transformation was complete and chilling—yesterday's friend had become today's potential executioner. When he saw them waiting, he didn't bother with morning pleasantries. "The reward has tripled," he announced without preamble.

Tahmina felt the blood drain from her face. Three times their original bounty meant the Mughals were growing desperate—or their love had become more dangerous than she had realized. "And you? Are you reconsidering your position?" she asked, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside.

Ghulam Ali's weathered hands smoothed his beard—a gesture she had learned meant he was calculating odds, weighing profit against risk. "I'm reconsidering many things. The safety of my family among them. These are not times for sentiment, child." The endearment stung worse than open hostility. She had genuinely grown fond of this pragmatic man who had shared stories of his grandchildren over evening meals, who had seemed to understand that love could be worth any price. Now she realized he had been evaluating them all along, waiting to see which way the scales would tip.

"Father," Kamala said softly, appearing from the cooking area. Her eyes held the bright fear of a woman watching her world tilt. "Perhaps we should speak privately."

"Nothing private about survival, daughter. These people understand commerce as well as I do," Ghulam Ali replied, turning back to them with business-like efficiency. "The Mughals offer surrender terms. Safe passage to Delhi. Trial before the Emperor himself."

"And if we decline this generous offer?" Prithviraj's voice carried the dry humor that had once made her laugh during easier times.

"Then safe becomes... optional," Ghulam Ali said, his tone heavy with unspoken consequences.

It felt like standing at a funeral pyre. Through the carved screens, the lake reflected morning clouds that looked deceptively peaceful, while underneath, currents of money and fear reshaped the loyalties of everyone they had trusted. "You promised protection," Tahmina said, her voice steady, though her hands trembled as she poured tea from the brass pot Kamala had prepared. The cups rattled against saucers like nervous birds.

"The cost of protection has become... significant," Ghulam Ali admitted, accepting the tea but not drinking. "I have seven grandchildren, Tahmina. Seven futures that depend on choices I make today."

She wanted to hate him for his honesty, but she had seen too much of the world to believe in saints. Physicians learned early that survival often required choices that would have horrified their younger selves. "What are our options?"

"Immediate departure. Before the magistrate arrives with his evidence and witnesses," Ghulam Ali said, his voice carrying the weight of a man who had made similar calculations before, who understood that loyalty was a luxury few could afford in occupied territories.

"Evidence?" Prithviraj asked, his tone sharper now.

"Every transaction leaves traces, child," Ghulam Ali explained. "The silk merchant remembers your accent—educated, refined, but with the careful pronunciation of someone hiding regional origins. The herb seller recalls your unusual knowledge of battlefield medicines, treatments no ordinary woman would know. The boat builder noted the quality of gold you paid with—imperial mintage, worth more than common currency." His voice held grudging admiration mixed with genuine regret. "Quite thorough, really. Observation skills that would impress the intelligence officers I've known."

Another boat approached—larger, with multiple occupants, their leather armor catching the morning light like fish scales. "Decision time," Ghulam Ali said, rising. "Though I may have one alternative, if you're willing to risk it."

Tahmina exchanged a glance with Prithviraj, seeing her own desperation reflected in his dark eyes. "What alternative?" she asked.

"A grain boat. The captain owes me considerable money from a transaction that went... poorly. He needs a healer for his crew—mountain fever. Three men near death," Ghulam Ali explained, his look sharpening. "Your skills for passage. Simple trade."

"How simple?" Prithviraj asked, his skepticism clear.

"Nothing about this is simple. But it moves you away from here, which is what matters," Ghulam Ali replied.

The official boat was close enough now that they could hear individual voices. The magistrate's cultured Persian, overlaid with the eager tones of citizen informants ready to collect their rewards. "Back exit?" Prithviraj asked, already moving toward their few possessions.

"Through the sleeping quarters. The panel slides away—old smuggler's trick," Ghulam Ali said, helping Kamala prepare what looked like evidence of a struggle. Overturned furniture, scattered cushions. "You'll need to swim to the reed island. The grain boat waits beyond."

"And you?" Tahmina asked, her voice softer now.

"We'll tell them you overcame us through violence. See these bruises? Very convincing," Ghulam Ali said, showing them marks that looked fresh and painful. "I made preparations, you understand."

They gathered their lives into two leather satchels. Gold, documents, her precious medical supplies. Everything condensed to what two people could carry while swimming for their lives. Kamala pressed a small bundle into Tahmina's hands. "Food. And tell Captain Feroz that Ghulam Ali honors his debts."

"If we survive to deliver the message."

"When you survive. The alternative is unacceptable," Kamala said with a fierce conviction that reminded Tahmina of herself at that age, before the world had taught her that alternatives were often chosen for you. The cedar panel slid away, revealing Dal Lake in all its deceptive beauty. Water that looked like silk but would feel like liquid ice. Behind them, official voices grew closer, demanding and harsh.

They slipped into water that shocked every nerve into desperate awareness. Swimming required coordination their panic didn't want to provide, but terror proved an excellent instructor. Stroke by stroke, they moved toward the reed island where morning mist provided concealment. Ghulam Ali's voice rose in apparent alarm. "Officers! Thank the heavens you've arrived! The fugitives attacked us and escaped through the back panel!"

The grain boat materialized from the mist like a prayer answered—ancient, weathered, but gloriously functional. Its hull bore the scars of countless voyages, the wood darkened by years of sun and water, yet it rode the lake’s surface with the quiet confidence of a vessel that had survived worse waters. A single lantern swung from its prow, casting flickering light that danced across the water like a ghostly guide. The faint creak of ropes and the low murmur of voices carried across the stillness, a stark contrast to the chaos they had left behind.

Prithviraj gripped Tahmina’s hand as they swam, his touch firm and steady despite the icy water that stole the breath from their lungs. The reeds brushed against their legs, their sharp edges leaving faint scratches that would sting later. Tahmina focused on the boat, her mind racing with calculations—how many crewmen, how much time they had before the Mughal forces realized they were gone, whether the captain would honor Ghulam Ali’s debt.

As they neared the boat, a man’s voice cut through the mist. “Who goes there? Speak, or I’ll cut you down where you swim.” The words were sharp, but there was a thread of weariness in them, as if the speaker had spent too many nights on guard.

“Friends of Ghulam Ali,” Prithviraj called back, his voice low but carrying. “He sends us with a message for Captain Feroz.”

There was a pause, then the sound of footsteps on the deck. A silhouette appeared at the edge of the boat, leaning over to peer into the mist. “What message?” the man demanded.

“That he honors his debts,” Tahmina replied, her voice steady despite the cold that made her teeth chatter. “And that we’re here to heal your crew.”

The man leaned closer, his face emerging from the shadows. He was older, his beard streaked with gray, but his eyes were sharp and assessing. “You’re the healer?” he asked, his tone skeptical.

“I am,” Tahmina said, meeting his gaze without flinching. “Three of your men are dying of mountain fever. I can save them, but not if you leave us here to freeze.”

The captain—likely Feroz himself—studied her for a long moment before barking an order to his crew. A rope ladder was thrown over the side, its rough fibers wet and slippery. Prithviraj climbed first, his movements quick and sure, then turned to help Tahmina up. She scrambled onto the deck, her soaked clothes clinging to her skin, and immediately knelt to open her satchel. Her hands trembled slightly as she rummaged through her supplies, but her mind was already shifting into the familiar rhythm of her work.

Prithviraj stood beside her, his presence a silent assurance as he kept watch. The crewmen eyed them warily, their faces drawn with exhaustion and suspicion. The tension on the boat was palpable, a fragile truce that could shatter at any moment.

“Where are the sick?” Tahmina asked, her voice cutting through the uneasy silence.

The captain gestured toward a hatch at the stern. “Below deck. Follow me.”

As they descended into the dimly lit hold, the air grew thick with the smell of sweat and sickness. Three men lay on makeshift cots, their faces pale and damp with fever. Tahmina’s heart ached at the sight, but her hands moved with practiced precision as she prepared her remedies. She was a fugitive, hunted by an empire, but in this moment, she was also a healer—and that, at least, was something they couldn’t take from her.


Chapter 30
River of No Return

The Chenab's current slammed into the grain boat's hull like a fist. Captain Feroz fought the wheel as red sandstone cliffs closed in on both sides, the river compressed into a throat of churning water and jutting rocks. "Devil's canyon ahead!" Feroz shouted over the roar. "Hold tight! This gets worse before it gets better." 
Tahmina gripped the rail, watching white foam explode around black teeth of stone. The sick sailors were finally recovering, but three still couldn't stand without swaying. In calm water, that wouldn't matter. Here, every hand might mean the difference between life and drowning.
"How bad?" Prithviraj asked, his knuckles white on his sword hilt as if steel could cut water. 
"Bad enough that I'm praying to god, who I haven't spoken to in years." Captain Feroz spun the wheel hard left. "There's a temple complex ahead, if we can reach it." The canyon walls pressed inward like the jaws of some primordial beast. Ancient water had carved channels so narrow that Tahmina could have thrown a stone across, if she'd had time before the current swept them into the rocks below. The boat bucked and shuddered as cross-currents caught it from three directions at once, each wave trying to dash them against the unforgiving sandstone.
"Sweet Mother Ganga's mercy," one of the recovering sailors gasped, clutching his belly as the boat pitched sideways. "Are we going to die here?"
"Not if I can help it," his captain growled through gritted teeth. The wheel fought him like a wild horse, trying to wrench itself from his grip. "But you might want to make peace with whatever gods you favor." 
Tahmina watched the water ahead, cataloging the dangers. Hypothermia from the mountain-cold river. Broken bones from impact with rocks. Drowning, of course, but that would be merciful compared to being trapped beneath the boat in these narrows. She forced herself to breathe slowly, evenly. Panic helped no one. "There!" Captain Feroz pointed with his chin, hands locked on the wheel. "Stone steps. Protected harbor, if we can reach it without being smashed to kindling."
Carved spires clung to the cliff face forty feet above the waterline. Hindu architecture, elaborate and defiant. The boat lurched toward a side channel where the current gentled. "Who builds temples in places like this?" Tahmina gasped as they secured the mooring lines.
"People who want to talk to gods without anyone listening in," Captain Feroz said. "Smart people, turns out."
The steps were worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims brave enough, or desperate enough to seek gods in this remote sanctuary. Each level revealed new carvings, their details sharp despite the weathering of ages. Shiva dancing the eternal cycle of creation and destruction, his hair wild with cosmic fire. Prithviraj traced one carving with reverent fingers. "My grandmother told stories of places like this. Sacred sites where the boundary between worlds grows thin."
Tahmina gazed at the walls. "These artists understood something about permanence that we've forgotten."
"What's that?"
"That some things are worth building to outlast yourself. Worth creating even if you'll never see them finished." She paused, studying a half-completed carving where the sculptor had stopped mid-chisel. "This artist probably died before he could finish. But he kept working anyway."
The main temple occupied a natural shelf in the cliff, its partially collapsed roof creating dramatic shafts of light that illuminated the altar where fresh offerings lay scattered flower garlands wilted from the morning heat, rice grains scattered by temple monkeys, copper coins green with age but still gleaming in the filtered sunlight. "Still active," Prithviraj observed, picking up a marigold that couldn't have been more than hours old.
"Gods don't retire," Captain Feroz said, mopping sweat from his forehead. "People just get busy with wars and taxes and forget to visit properly."
A sound made them all freeze not wind whistling through broken stones or water echoing off canyon walls, but something more dangerous. Human voices,  their conversation echoing from the temple's deeper passages like ghosts made audible. Tahmina pricked up her ears. "Pilgrims?"
"Wrong season," Captain Feroz whispered. "And they're speaking Persian mixed with Hindi." The voices grew clearer, closer. Professional conversation about searching and coverage. Tahmina caught the word "bounty" and her body tensed.
"This way." Prithviraj led them deeper into the complex, through narrow passages between meditation chambers. Sacred geometry designed to focus spiritual energy, now hiding places for fugitives. The passage ended at a small chamber dominated by a black granite lingam, Shiva's symbol carved from living stone. The air here felt different, charged with the accumulated prayers of centuries. Even the dust motes seemed to dance more slowly in the filtered light, as if time itself moved differently in this sacred space.
Tahmina pressed her palms against the cool stone, feeling the subtle vibrations that might have been her own heartbeat or something deeper. "Sanctuary," she breathed. "Even Mughal soldiers respect it"
"These aren't Mughal soldiers." The voice came from behind them cultured Persian with an accent she couldn't place. "We're mazdurān. We respect gold, not gods." He used the Persian word for mercenaries.
They turned slowly, hands moving instinctively toward weapons they couldn't reach quickly enough. Five armed men blocked the chamber's entrance, their leader tall and lean with the kind of intelligent dark eyes. He wore good clothes but not ostentatious ones, the studied anonymity of someone who killed for money rather than glory. Behind him, his men formed a semicircle, their equipment expensive and well-maintained. Curved swords from Damascus. Crossbows with steel prods. Daggers balanced for throwing. Tools of a trade that paid well but demanded excellence. "The famous fugitives," he continued. "You've cost us considerable time and effort."
"We're pilgrims," Tahmina said, fighting to keep her voice steady. "Here for religious purposes."
"Pilgrims don't require armed pursuit." His hand rested on his sword hilt. "You are property, returning to your rightful owner."
"I'm not property!" The words exploded from her. "I'm a physician, a human being."
"You're a wife. According to contracts signed by your guardian, witnessed by proper officials." His smile was winter-cold. "Nawab Iskandar Mirza has been very patient."
Tahmina's mind raced. The sick sailors needed ongoing treatment. Captain Feroz had connections throughout this region. There had to be something... "Wait," she said. "The sailors on our boat are still recovering. Without proper medicine, they'll die."
"Not our concern."
"It should be. Captain Feroz works for merchants with long memories and short tempers. Men who value loyalty to their employees."
The Persian weighed her words like a merchant assessing silk quality. In his trade, brutality had its place, but needless cruelty made clients nervous. Dead locals complicated future contracts.
"What are you proposing?"
"Let me prepare their final doses of medicine. Ensure they recover completely. Then we'll come willingly."
"Why should I trust you?"
"Because I took an oath to heal, not harm. Because my word is all I have left."
He studied her face for a long moment. "Ten minutes."
"Twenty. Proper medicine requires"
"Fifteen."
At the boat landing, Captain Feroz’s weathered face showed relief that quickly transformed to concern when he saw their armed escort. His eyes catalogued details automatically, weapons, bearing, the quality of their equipment. Expensive gear meant serious employers. Serious employers meant serious problems.
"Trouble?" he asked, his voice casual.
"Legal trouble. Nothing that affects your crew." Tahmina opened her medical bag, her hands steady despite everything. Years of training had taught her to function under pressure, to compartmentalize fear until the work was done. "Give them this twice daily until it's finished."
"Will they be completely well?"
"Healthy enough to work." She met his eyes directly, letting him see the gratitude there. "You saved more than lives, Captain. You preserved honor."
Yusuf's calloused hands accepted the medicine bottles with the reverence other men reserved for holy relics. His eyes held promises that had nothing to do with medicine or money. Old merchants understood debt and payment in currencies that couldn't be counted. "I won't forget this day. Nor will others."
The Persian leader was growing impatient, his fingers drumming against his sword hilt in a rhythm that suggested violence barely held in check. "Time. We depart for Delhi now."
"What's in Delhi?" one of the sailors asked suddenly. His name was Gopal, and he'd been closest to death before Tahmina's treatment. Now he stood steady on his feet, his eyes bright with returning health and growing anger.
"Justice," the Persian replied. "Legal proceedings."
"And if these proceedings result in executions?" Captain Feroz asked.
"Then they'll be legal executions."
Gopal spat into the river. "Imperial law. Is that what they're calling purchased verdicts these days?"
The Persian's hand moved to his sword hilt, but Captain Feroz stepped between them with the easy grace of a man who'd faced violence before and found it less impressive than most people imagined. "Easy, friend," Feroz said to Gopal, never taking his eyes off the Persian. "These gentlemen have business elsewhere. No need to delay them with philosophical discussions."
They were transferred to a larger vessel. The deck was spotless, the rigging perfect, the crew silent and efficient. Everything about the boat whispered of serious money and deadly purpose. As they pulled away from the temple anchorage, Tahmina caught one last glimpse of ancient spires catching the sunset light like golden spears thrust at heaven. "Magnificent sight," the Persian observed, following her gaze. "I've always admired Hindu architecture. So much ambition in stone."
"Unusual to appreciate beauty for someone in your profession," Prithviraj said, his voice tight.
"Beauty is universal. Violence is merely business." The Persian settled into a chair that had clearly been positioned to observe his prisoners. "I take no pleasure in what I do, if that comforts you. But neither do I take guilt."
"How comforting," Tahmina said dryly. "To be killed by someone who feels neither pleasure nor guilt."
"Who said anything about killing?" The Persian smiled. "My contract specifies delivery alive and intact. What happens afterward is between you and your husband."
"He's not my husband."
"According to Islamic law and signed contracts, he is. According to the only authority that matters in this situation, mine, he is." The Persian leaned back, perfectly relaxed. "Your personal feelings on the matter are irrelevant."
The boat moved swiftly through water that reflected evening clouds like shreds of brightly coloured ribbons. Behind them, temple spires grew smaller but somehow more significant—sacred architecture that had outlasted empires, that would outlast whatever drama played out on this river. 
Tahmina leaned against the rail, the cool breeze brushing her face as she stared at the fading silhouette of the temple. Her fingers traced the intricate carvings on the wooden rail, her mind racing. She could still feel the chill of the black granite lingam on her palms, the weight of centuries pressing into her skin. "How did they ever find this place?" she asked, her voice soft, almost lost in the sound of the water.
Prithviraj stood beside her, his gaze fixed on the horizon. "Spies.” He shook his head, his expression grim. "They’ll be more downriver too."
Tahmina sighed, her shoulders sagging under the weight of their predicament. "I just... I can't believe it's come to this. Being hunted like animals, treated as property. I'm a physician, Prithviraj. I save lives. I don't deserve this."
Prithviraj turned to her, his eyes dark with fortitude. "You don't. None of us do. But we can't afford to give up now. Not when we've come this far."
The Persian leader, who had been observing them from a distance, approached with a measured step. His hands were clasped behind his back, his posture relaxed but his eyes sharp. "You two have caused quite a stir," he said, his voice smooth but with an edge that hinted at the danger beneath the surface. "It's not every day that we're hired to track down a runaway wife and her... companion."
Tahmina's jaw tightened, but she kept her voice steady. "I told you before, I'm not his wife. And Prithviraj is not just a 'companion'. We're..."

The Persian raised a hand, cutting her off. "Spare me the details. Your relationship is of no consequence to me. My job is to deliver you to Nawab Iskandar Mirza. What he chooses to do with you afterward is his business."
Prithviraj stepped forward, his hand instinctively moving toward the hilt of his sword, but the Persian's men shifted subtly, their eyes locking onto him like predators scenting prey. The Persian’s expression was like a hawk. "I wouldn't do that if I were you. My men are very good at what they do."
Prithviraj hesitated, then slowly withdrew his hand. "You might think you're untouchable, but there are people who won't take kindly to what you're doing. Captain Feroz, for one. He has friends in high places."
"Captain Feroz is a merchant. Merchants understand the value of discretion. He won't risk his livelihood for a pair of fugitives."
Tahmina's hands clenched into fists at her sides. "You underestimate him. He values honor."
The Persian chuckled, a sound that sent a chill down her spine. "Honor is a luxury few can afford in these times. But we'll see, won't we?"
As the sun dipped below the horizon, the boat glided smoothly through the darkening waters. The crew moved silently, their efficiency almost eerie in the fading light. The Persian retired to his cabin, leaving Tahmina and Prithviraj under the watchful eyes of his men. "We need a plan," Prithviraj whispered, his voice barely audible over the sound of the river. "We can't just let them take us to Delhi."
Tahmina nodded, her mind racing. "We need to find a weakness, something we can exploit. They're not invincible."
Prithviraj glanced around, taking in the layout of the boat, the positions of the guards. "The Persian is the key. If we can get to him, maybe we can negotiate our way out of this."
Tahmina shook her head. "He's not the type to negotiate. He's too focused on his job, too detached. We need to think of something else."
They fell silent, each lost in their thoughts. The night deepened around them, the stars appearing one by one in the vast expanse of the sky. The river seemed to stretch endlessly, a dark ribbon winding through the landscape.
After a long while, Tahmina spoke again, her voice barely above a whisper. "The medicine. The doses I gave the sailors. They're strong enough to knock someone out if taken in large amounts."
Prithviraj's eyes widened. "You think we can use it?"
"It's a risk," Tahmina admitted. "But if we can incapacitate the crew, even for a short time, it might give us a chance to escape."

Prithviraj considered her words, then nodded. "It's our best shot. But we'll need to be careful. One wrong move, and we're done."
They waited for the right moment, their nerves taut as bowstrings. The crew began to settle down for the night, the boat moving with a steady rhythm that suggested they were in no hurry. The Persian remained in his cabin, leaving his men to keep watch.
As the hours passed, Tahmina and Prithviraj made their move. Tahmina slipped quietly to the galley, where the crew had stored the medicine she had prepared. She retrieved a vial, her hands trembling slightly as she measured out a potent dose. Prithviraj kept watch, his eyes scanning the deck for any signs of movement.
When the medicine was ready, they moved to the water supply, carefully adding the dose to the jugs the crew used for drinking. It was a small risk—not everyone would drink from the same source—but it was their only chance.
They returned to their spot by the rail, their hearts pounding in their chests as they waited for the medicine to take effect. Minutes stretched into agonizing hours, the night seeming to last forever.
Finally, one by one, the crew began to falter. A man stumbled and fell, his companions rushing to his aid only to collapse themselves. The deck grew eerily silent, the only sound the gentle lapping of the water against the hull.
"Now," Prithviraj whispered, his voice urgent.
They moved quickly, Tahmina leading the way as they made their way to the Persian's cabin. The door was unlocked, and they slipped inside to find waiting for them with a drawn sword, two other men beside him. “I think it’s time to into you in the hold, roped like any other cargo. 
This time, he wasn’t smiling 



Chapter 31
Broken Vows

The boat scraped against marble steps, the sound sharp as a blade against Tahmina's nerves. Afternoon heat shimmered off red sandstone walls that rose before her like the walls of a prison. An abandoned fort built by a forgotten raja.
Unbidden a memory surfaced of her at seven years old, crushing cardamom pods while her father explained their healing properties. His voice, patient as flowing water, teaching her that medicine and prayer were inseparable, that true healing required understanding both body and spirit. Now she understood a different kind of healing—the kind that came from cutting away diseased flesh.
The Persian leader—she'd never learned his name, as if anonymity might preserve some shred of his humanity—studied her with calculating eyes. "Your betrothed has an unusual taste in buildings, or whatever is left of them."
"Iskandar is here?" The name tasted like ash.
"Waiting patiently. He's invested considerable time and resources in recovering his property." 
Tahmina watched the Persian's men secure their boat with quick proficiency. Ropes tied to iron rings set in marble blocks, everything arranged for a fast departure. They'd done this before—delivered human cargo.
They climbed steps worn smooth,  each level displayed carved panels showing Hanuman's devotion to Ram: the monkey god who chose loyalty and service over self-interest. "Fitting imagery," Prithviraj observed, his chains clinking softly.
"How so?"
"Hanuman represents perfect devotion." His voice carried bitter wisdom. "Perhaps the gods involve themselves in human politics more than we recognize."
At the fort’s highest level, silk pavilions had been erected around the main courtyard. Red and gold fabric spoke of expensive celebration, of a man who spared no cost for his victories. Musicians tuned instruments in the shade of carved pillars. Tabla drums and bamboo flutes, sitar strings that sang when wind passed over them. Traditional wedding music prepared for the most untraditional of ceremonies.
"Tahmina." Iskandar appeared wearing wedding clothes—white silk achkan embroidered with gold thread, matching turban decorated with emeralds and pearls. Dressed for celebration rather than conquest, though perhaps there was no difference.
Behind him, shadows moved. More armed men than she'd initially seen. They'd been watching, waiting. "Beloved," Iskandar’s said, "you look well after your difficult travels. Leaner, perhaps." He paused, appraising her. "I appreciate strength in a woman, but not the kind that forgets where it belongs."
She studied his face—handsome still, intelligent, the man who'd courted her with poetry and gifts. Beauty corrupted by ambition, charm weaponized for control. "You've changed too," she said. "Success suits you. Or perhaps it's simply revealed what was always there."
"And what do you see?"
"Someone who mistakes ownership for love. A man who builds cages and calls them homes."
His laugh held genuine amusement. "Still the philosopher. Your father trained you well in useless idealism." He gestured to armed men positioned around the courtyard. "Philosophy yields to reality, beloved. Always."
"How many soldiers?" Prithviraj asked quietly.
"Enough." Iskandar's smile widened. "More than enough."
A mullah appeared from the shrine's inner chambers—elderly, white-bearded, moving with the dignity of age. Divine sanction corrupted. "Holy father," Iskandar said respectfully. "My bride has arrived. We may proceed."
"The lady consents?" The mullah's eyes found Tahmina's.
"Her guardian provided consent. Personal feelings are secondary to family honor and social stability."
"Islamic tradition encourages the bride's willing participation—"
"Islamic tradition emphasizes male authority in matrimonial decisions." Iskandar's tone suggested the discussion was finished. "But perhaps we should allow private conversation before the ceremony. I prefer intimacy for such discussions."
The gardens occupied terraced levels descending to the river’s edge. Flowering trees provided shade for meditation areas, water channels carried irrigation to herb plots where physicians grew healing plants. Similar to the plots where her father had taught her to identify medicinal roots, where she'd learned that healing required patience.
Tahmina’s eyes suddenly widened. 
"You remember," Iskandar observed, taking her arm with deceptive gentleness.
"My father brought me here as a child." A peacock cried from the mango groves, its call echoing off stone walls. The sound transported her to festival days when this place had meant safety, when her father's presence had made the world comprehensible.
"He taught you medicine in these very gardens. Sacred knowledge passed through generations." His grip tightened slightly. "He also filled your head with dangerous ideas about choice and freedom. I've saved you from that burden."
You mean you murdered him."
"I removed an obstacle to necessary progress. Your father would have opposed our marriage, would have filled your mind with romantic notions about love matching." He spoke as if discussing the weather. "I saved you from his limitations."
They reached a fountain carved with lotus patterns, water trickling over marble petals into a basin where temple fish swam in lazy circles. The peaceful setting made his casual brutality more obscene. "Why here?" she asked. "Why this place?"
"Special spaces lend legitimacy to important ceremonies. Also, your childhood memories make resistance more... complicated." His smile was purely predatory now. "I want you to understand that there are larger purposes than individual desire."
"Imperial purposes. Political alliances. Social order that benefits everyone except those forced to sacrifice their happiness."
"Your considerable talents will serve the empire."
Before she could respond, commotion erupted in the main courtyard. Raised voices, running footsteps. They returned to find Mughal soldiers surrounding the fort complex—troops in standard equipment, not mercenaries but regular army units.
"Captain Ahmad," Iskandar called to the commanding officer. "Unexpected timing."
"Plans have changed." The captain's weathered face showed no emotion. "We received intelligence about possible trouble."
Indeed, boats were visible on the water below—multiple vessels moving in coordinated patterns, not random river traffic. "How many?" the Persian mercenary leader demanded as he stepped foward.
The captain turned. "Twenty boats, maybe more."
Iskandar's expression shifted from annoyance to calculation. “Who are they?”
The captain shrugged. "Take defensive positions," Iskander ordered.
The old mullah scurried indoors with remarkable speed. The boats continued to close in, Captain Yusuf's grain vessel leading the formation, other merchants following in loose line. River folk. Tahmina's heart lurched between hope and terror. "They're coming for us?"
"They're coming for something," Prithviraj said grimly. "The question is whether they understand what they face."
"Professional soldiers against merchant sailors," Iskandar observed. "This should be brief."
The lead boat reached the temple landing and Captain Yusuf stepped ashore, but there was something different in Captain Yusuf's bearing. The old merchant climbed the broken stone steps with great dignity, his weathered hands gripping a curved sword that had seen better days. Behind him, other merchants followed—men who'd spent their lives navigating river politics, who understood that some debts couldn't be measured in gold.
"Release my passengers," Captain Yusuf called out, his voice carrying across marble stones. "They're under my protection."
"They're under legal custody," Captain Ahmad replied. 
"Mughal justice or personal vengeance?" Captain Yusuf's eyes swept the temple courtyard, calculating odds, measuring distances, reading terrain like currents. "I've transported goods along these waters for forty years. Seen empires rise and fall, watched good people crushed by ambitious men." 
More boats arrived—merchants, fishermen, river folk who'd decided collective action might succeed where individual effort failed. Armed with whatever weapons they owned, united by shared indignation. "Outnumbered," the Persian  mercenary observed.
"But we’re better equipped," Captain Ahmad replied. 
"Sometimes amateurs fight harder," Prithviraj murmured. "Less to lose, more to prove." The temple courtyard filled with tension, two forces facing each other across old stones aged centuries of conflict.
Tahmina watched from the pavilion as the confrontation developed. Mughal soldiers with their disciplined ranks, river merchants with their desperate courage. Two visions of loyalty meeting in violent collision. "This is my fault," she said quietly. "These people will die because of me."
"People die because of what they believe," Prithviraj replied. "Captain Yusuf chose to honor his word. These merchants chose to fight for something larger than profit. You chose to resist tyranny. Different choices would have led to different deaths—not necessarily better ones."
"Different deaths?"
"The slow death of submission. The quiet death of accepting evil as inevitable. The spiritual death of watching good people suffer while doing nothing." His voice carried hard-won wisdom. "Sometimes the choice isn't between life and death—sometimes it's between different kinds of death."
"Final offer," Captain Ahmad called out. "Withdraw immediately. Forget what you've seen."
"Counter-offer," Captain Yusuf replied, raising his sword. "Release them peacefully, or face the consequences."
"No."
"Then we settle this through strength."
Sunset light turned temple walls golden red. The monkey god Hanuman watched from carved niches—perfect devotion that transcended reasonable boundaries. Perhaps the gods were indeed sending messages. The boats completed their encirclement of the temple island. Merchants with fishing nets and boat hooks faced soldiers with crossbows and steel. The mullah retreated to his shrine, muttering prayers for souls about to meet their maker.
Iskandar drew his sword, its blade catching the dying sunlight. "You've caused considerable inconvenience, beloved. But perhaps bloodshed will teach you the cost of defiance."



Chapter 32
Temple of Flames

The first fire arrow struck the silk wedding pavilion with the fury of a falling star.

The rain that had threatened all day had yet to fall, leaving the air thick and oppressive, as though the heavens themselves were holding their breath. Orange flames devoured the expensive fabric faster than spilled wine, transforming red and gold silk into blackened ash within heartbeats. Wedding decorations, once painstakingly arranged to celebrate a union that now seemed more like a prison sentence, became incendiary weapons that filled the temple air with choking smoke and an acrid stench. "Take cover!" Captain Ahmad's voice cut through the chaos, sharp and commanding, though a note of desperation lingered just beneath the surface.

Mughal soldiers scattered behind carved pillars and marble balustrades, their training asserting itself when faced with the unexpected assault. The flames cast flickering shadows across their determined faces, their polished armor reflecting the fiery glow. But Captain Yusuf's river merchants had planned this attack with cunning—they understood that preparation and knowledge of their terrain could trump superior numbers. The merchants moved with the precision of those who had spent their lives navigating treacherous waters, their movements fluid and deliberate.

"Return fire!" Iskandar commanded, his wedding finery already singed by floating embers. His voice, usually smooth and controlled, now carried an edge of panic. "Burn their boats before they can establish a beachhead!" Crossbow bolts whistled through the evening air, some tipped with burning pitch designed to turn wooden vessels into floating funeral pyres. But the merchants were ready. Wet canvas protected vulnerable cargo while sand buckets waited for fire suppression, their presence a testament to the foresight that had kept them alive through countless skirmishes.

"Clever old foxes," Prithviraj observed, his voice low and admiring as he watched the coordinated assault unfold. He stood beside Tahmina, his stance protective but not possessive, a silent acknowledgment of her strength.

"River folk," Tahmina replied, her voice tinged with nostalgia as she remembered her father's stories about merchant wars. Her hands clenched into fists, her nails digging into her palms as she stared at the chaos around them. "They've survived by outsmarting everyone from tax collectors to pirates. They know how to fight when they have to."

Another volley of fire arrows struck ancient cedar beams holding up the decaying fort interior. Seven centuries of architectural engineering now fed flames that grew hungrier by the moment, their roar drowning out the cries of the wounded. "The shrine!" the mullah cried, emerging from his hiding place. His face was pale, his usually composed demeanor replaced by fear as he stared at the destruction around them.

"It was defiled the moment you agreed to sanctify a forced marriage," Tahmina said, surprising herself with her vehemence. Her voice trembled with anger, but her words were steady, each one a strike against the hypocrisy that had brought them here. "Perhaps fire will purify this place."

"Blasphemy speaks through your lips, daughter!" the mullah retorted, his voice shrill with indignation. His eyes darted nervously, as though he expected divine retribution to strike her down at any moment.

"Truth speaks through my lips," Tahmina shot back, her gaze unwavering. The air around them seemed to crackle with tension, the oppressive heat only adding to the weight of the moment.

Smoke poured from burning pavilions in thick gray torrents that transformed the courtyard into a labyrinth of shadows and dancing orange light. Visibility dropped to arm's length while breathing became a conscious effort that burned the lungs with each inhale. Someone shouted through the haze, their voice barely audible over the crackling flames. "Landing parties from the eastern steps!"

Smaller boats had indeed reached marble platforms from various angles, disgorging river merchants who climbed with weapons drawn. The clatter of their boots against the stone steps echoed through the chaos, a rhythmic counterpoint to the cacophony of battle. "Repel them!" Captain Ahmad commanded, but his voice carried less certainty than before. His usual confidence was fraying at the edges, the unexpected ferocity of the assault leaving him scrambling for control.

Steel rang against steel as Mughal soldiers met merchant fighters in close combat. The clash of swords and the grunts of exertion filled the air, each strike a testament to the desperation on both sides. But the merchants possessed something the soldiers lacked—intimate knowledge of every passage and hiding place that the fort’s builders had built into their design. They moved like ghosts, slipping through the smoke and shadows with an ease that left the Mughal forces disoriented and vulnerable.

"This way!" called a voice from somewhere in the smoke, its tone urgent but controlled. "The drainage tunnels!"

River folk emerged from underground channels originally built for monsoon runoff but now serving perfectly for concealed movement. Their faces were streaked with soot and sweat, but their eyes burned with determination. Local knowledge transformed defense into invasion, familiar ground into decisive advantage. "We're being flanked," the Persian leader reported grimly, blood streaming from a shallow cut on his forehead. His usual composure was slipping, his voice tight with frustration as he assessed the situation.

Numbers alone rarely decided battles, but conviction could overcome almost any odds. These merchants weren't fighting for wages or glory—they were fighting to prove a point, their resolve unwavering even as the flames licked at the edges of their world. Fire arrows continued their deadly rain throughout the complex, their light casting an eerie glow over the battlefield. Medicinal herb gardens that had fed physicians for generations began smoldering, releasing strange perfumes as healing plants became aromatic smoke, a bitter reminder of what was being lost.

A tremendous explosion rocked the temple's eastern platform, far larger than anything fire arrows could produce. The ground shuddered beneath their feet, a deep, resonant tremor that seemed to echo through their very bones. Ancient stones tumbled from their foundations while shock waves shattered carved panels that had survived earthquakes and storms. "Gunpowder," Captain Ahmad identified, his face grim as he stared at the devastation. His usual calm was replaced by a tense, almost disbelieving expression.

"Merchants with explosives?" Iskandar demanded, his voice rising in incredulity. He stared at the destruction, his eyes wide with a mix of fear and anger.

"People with connections," the captain replied tersely, his voice clipped. The smoke was becoming unbearable—choking clouds that made coordinated fighting impossible for both sides. But it also provided concealment for people who needed to move without attracting attention, the thick haze a double-edged sword.

"Now," Prithviraj whispered urgently, his voice barely audible over the chaos. "While chaos gives cover." His hand found Tahmina's, his grip firm but not crushing, a silent promise that he wouldn’t let go. They crept through collapsing pavilions, silk and cedar transformed into ash and memory around them. Each step carried them through the graveyard of Iskandar's carefully laid plans, the destruction a testament to the folly of his ambition.

The shrine's entrance offered unexpected sanctuary, its stone walls thick enough to stop arrows, its marble floors that wouldn't burn. The air inside was cooler, the smoke thinner, though the acrid scent still lingered. Inside the shrine, oil lamps still burned before carved images of Hanuman, their flickering light casting long shadows across the stone floor. The monkey god's stone face showed perfect serenity despite the chaos consuming the fort—a divine example of devotion that transcended reasonable boundaries and earthly concerns. "He looks peaceful," Tahmina observed, her voice soft as she stared up at the ancient figure.

"Stone gods always appear peaceful. They don't face impossible choices between love and duty," Prithviraj replied, his tone tinged with bitterness. He stood beside her, his body tense but his expression thoughtful as he studied the carving.

She turned to him, her eyes searching his face as though trying to memorize every detail. "Maybe they do help—we just don't recognize divine assistance when it arrives disguised as human courage."

Another explosion shook the temple complex, closer this time. The walls around them groaned, the sound deep and ominous, as though the very structure was protesting the violence it endured. More ancient stones surrendered to modern warfare, their centuries of endurance no match for the destructive force of gunpowder. "The merchants are winning," Prithviraj said, his voice quiet but certain as he listened to the sounds of battle shifting.

"How can you tell?" Tahmina asked, her voice barely a whisper. She leaned closer to him, her body instinctively seeking his in the face of the uncertainty that surrounded them.

"The Mughals' commands are growing more desperate. Professional soldiers don't panic easily—when they do, it means they're genuinely surprised," he explained, his gaze distant as he focused on the sounds outside the shrine.

"Is that good news or dangerous news?" she asked, her voice trembling slightly despite her best efforts to remain composed.

"Both. Good if they retreat permanently, dangerous if they're simply regrouping for a counterattack," he replied, his tone grim.

Voices echoed through the smoke and confusion—commands shouted in multiple languages as officers tried maintaining order while fighters pressed whatever advantages they could find. "Search every building!" came a call nearby, the voice harsh and commanding. "Check the shrine!"

Footsteps approached across the marble floors, their rhythmic cadence a stark contrast to the chaos outside. Whether they represented rescue or capture remained unclear until familiar voices emerged from the haze. "Tahmina! Prince Prithviraj! Where are you?" Captain Yusuf appeared through the smoke like an avenging angel, his weathered face showing soot stains and minor wounds but his eyes bright with triumph that suggested successful mission completion.

""""Here!" she called, her voice steady despite the fear that clawed at her chest. The smoke swirled around them, thick and suffocating, as the footsteps grew louder. Tahmina’s heart pounded in rhythm with the distant explosions that still rocked the temple complex. She tightened her grip on Prithviraj’s hand, drawing strength from his presence beside her. His fingers were warm and firm, a silent assurance that they were in this together. 

Captain Yusuf emerged from the haze, his face streaked with soot and sweat, but his eyes sharp with determination. He carried a curved blade in one hand, its edge glinting faintly in the flickering light of the oil lamps. Behind him, a handful of river merchants followed, their faces similarly smeared with battle’s grime. They moved with purpose, their footsteps quick but deliberate, their eyes scanning the shrine’s interior for threats.

“Tahmina! Prince Prithviraj!” Yusuf said, his voice a mix of relief and urgency. “We don’t have much time. The Mughals are regrouping, and this place won’t hold much longer.”

Prithviraj nodded, his expression grim. “Where’s the exit?”

Yusuf gestured toward the back of the shrine, where a narrow passageway led into the shadows. “Drainage tunnels. They run under the temple and out to the river. We’ve secured a boat, but we need to move now.”

Tahmina glanced back at the stone face of Hanuman, its serene expression untouched by the chaos around them. For a moment, she felt a pang of regret—regret for the destruction, for the lives lost, for the beauty consumed by fire. But there was no time for mourning. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. “Let’s go.”

They moved quickly, their footsteps echoing in the narrow passageway. The air grew cooler as they descended, the smoke thinning with each step. Yusuf led the way, his blade held ready, while Prithviraj stayed close to Tahmina, his posture protective yet respectful of her independence. 

“How many of your men made it?” Prithviraj asked, his voice low.

Yusuf’s jaw tightened. “Enough. We lost some good people, but the mission’s not over yet.”

Tahmina’s chest tightened at the words. She thought of the faces she’d seen earlier—merchants and fighters who had risked everything to help her. “They won’t have died in vain,” she said, her voice firm. “Not if we stop Iskandar.”

Yusuf glanced back at her, his gaze appraising. “You’ve got your father’s spirit. He’d be proud.”

The compliment caught her off guard, but she nodded, her resolve hardening. They reached the bottom of the passageway, where a faint glow of moonlight filtered through a grate ahead. Two merchants were already there, working to pry the heavy iron bars loose. 

“Almost there,” Yusuf said, his voice calm but urgent. “Once we’re outside, stick close. The river’s our best chance.”

Prithviraj leaned closer to Tahmina, his voice a whisper. “Are you ready?”

She met his eyes, her pulse steady despite the chaos. “Ready.”

The grate groaned as the merchants pulled it free, the sound swallowed by the distant roar of the fire above. Cool night air rushed into the tunnel, carrying the faint scent of the river. Beyond the opening, the moon hung low, casting a silver glow over the water’s surface. Tahmina stepped forward, her feet sinking into the soft mud of the riverbank. The world outside the temple felt surreal—quiet and calm, yet charged with the tension of their escape.

“This way,” Yusuf said, his voice low but firm. He gestured toward a row of small boats hidden among the reeds, their shapes barely visible in the moonlight. The merchants moved quickly, their movements efficient and practiced as they prepared the boats for departure. 

Tahmina hesitated, glancing back at the temple. Flames now engulfed the upper levels, their orange light flickering against the dark sky. The sight was both terrifying and mesmerizing, a testament to the chaos they had left behind. She thought of Iskandar, of the fury that must be boiling within him as his plans crumbled. 

Prithviraj’s hand brushed her arm, drawing her attention back. “We can’t linger,” he said gently, his voice soft but insistent. “He’ll send more men if they find we’re gone.”

She nodded, tearing her gaze away from the burning temple. They climbed into the boat, the wood creaking under their weight. Yusuf and one of the merchants took up oars, their strokes smooth and silent as they guided the boat into the river’s current. The water was calm, its surface rippling faintly in the moonlight. Tahmina sat at the bow, her eyes fixed on the horizon where the river disappeared into the night.

“Where are we headed?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Downriver,” Yusuf replied, his tone steady. “There’s a safehouse—a place Iskandar’s men won’t find us. We’ll regroup there, figure out our next move.”

Prithviraj sat beside her, his posture relaxed but alert. “It’s not over yet,” he said, his voice tinged with determination. “Iskandar won’t let this go easily.”

“Neither will I,” Tahmina said, her voice firm. She clenched her hands in her lap, her nails digging into her palms. “This ends when he’s stopped. For good.”

Yusuf glanced at her, his eyes narrowing slightly in appraisal. “You’ve got your father’s fire. He’d be proud of you.”

The words struck a chord deep within her, but she didn’t respond. Instead, she turned her gaze back to the river, her mind racing. She thought of the men who had fought for her, of the lives lost in their escape. Their sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain—not if she had any say in it.

The boat glided smoothly through the water, the rhythmic sound of the oars blending with the night’s stillness. The tension in the air was palpable, yet there was a strange sense of unity among them—a shared resolve that bound them together. They were fugitives now, hunted and vulnerable, but there was also a freedom in that. A chance to make things right.

“We’ll need allies,” Prithviraj said after a long silence, his voice thoughtful. “Men who can stand against Iskandar’s forces.”

“Not just men,” Tahmina corrected, her tone firm. “People. Anyone willing to fight for what’s right.”

Yusuf nodded, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Good answer. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

As the boat carried them further from the temple, the fire’s glow faded into the distance, replaced by the vast expanse of the night sky. The stars above seemed brighter out here, their brilliance almost overwhelming. Tahmina leaned back, her eyes tracing the constellations. For the first time in days—maybe even weeks—she felt a flicker of hope. It was small and fragile, but it was there.

Prithviraj’s voice broke the silence again, softer this time. “You’re not alone in this, you know. We’re with you.”

She turned to him, her expression softening. “I know.”
 
The river stretched ahead, and for now, that was enough.

Chapter 33
The River’s Mouth

The river widened as though it had grown weary of its own journey, loosening its brown coils before surrendering to the sea. For weeks it had borne them—through forests where parrots wheeled in noisy flocks like green shards of broken emerald, past villages where women beat clothes against stone steps and sang work-songs that floated across the water, past ruined forts whose cracked walls once marked frontiers long since erased by empire. The river had been their silent companion, its whispers carrying them closer to hope and further from the shadows of their past.

Now the current slackened, spreading into a vast delta of reed and mudflat, its brown waters streaked with threads of silver where salt tides reached far inland. The river, swollen by the last rains of the retreating monsoon, seemed to sigh as it surrendered itself to the greater body. The change was subtle, a slowing of the world’s pulse, as if nature itself paused to mark the moment.

Brackish winds rose, carrying the brine of distant waters, the cries of unseen gulls, the reek of drying fish spread across bamboo racks on shore. Herons stalked among the reeds with patient grace, stabbing their beaks into shallow pools; cormorants perched on poles like black-robed ascetics, their wings spread wide to dry. The air itself seemed heavier here, weighted with the tang of salt and the scent of ocean storms. It was a place where land and sea vied for dominance, neither willing to yield.

The boat that bore them swayed as it passed between sandbanks and reed-choked channels. Its patched linen sail hung slack in the fickle wind, its mast scarred by storms, but Yusuf, the merchant who had guided them since the high country, handled the tiller with steady skill. He was a man of the river and the sea both, his turban bleached by salt, his hands stained with tar, his eyes sharp with a perpetual calculation, as though every ripple might hide a patrol boat. His knuckles were white on the tiller, betraying the tension he masked with a practiced calm.

“Gujarat,” Yusuf murmured at last, almost under his breath, as though naming the place too loudly might call down the attention of fate. His voice carried both relief and warning. “A town of nets and salt. Few questions are asked here—unless Mughal officers arrive.”

Tahmina adjusted her veil, drawing it lower across her cheekbones. The journey had drained her: nights of half-sleep, days of crouching low in the hull, the constant ache of vigilance. Once, she had known marble corridors perfumed with rosewater, anklets chiming across mosaic floors, silks laid upon her skin. Now she wore coarse muslin streaked with river silt, her complexion pale, her fingers raw from clutching ropes. Yet it was not the loss of finery that made her draw her veil tighter—it was the dread of recognition. Word of a runaway concubine of the Emperor was worth more than rubies, and the empire had many ears.

Beside her sat Prithviraj, shoulders broad beneath a coarse shawl, his arm bound in bandages stiff with blood that had never fully dried. His Rajput bearing could not be erased by disguise: the proud set of his jaw, the watchful tilt of his head, the hand that never strayed far from the hilt of his dagger. He gazed at the shore with suspicion honed by long campaigns. His silence spoke louder than words: this harbor might be haven, or trap.

The boat glided into the harbor as the tide turned. Rough stone quays thrust into the current, dark with tar and slick with algae. The place was alive with noise: fishermen shouting prices in the rolling cadences of Gujarati, women in salt-stiff saris gutting their catch, the rhythmic slap of waves against hulls. Conches blew from a nearby shrine, their low moans blending with the shrieks of gulls.

Goats bleated where they were tethered to posts. Barefoot children darted between heaps of baskets, their laughter high and bright like bells. A thin boy ran past carrying a tray of fried chickpea cakes that smelled of asafoetida and chili, pursued by a yapping mongrel. Everywhere, cats prowled the fish stalls, their green eyes gleaming in the sun.

The smells were dizzying: driftwood smoke from cooking fires, turmeric and fennel spilled from wicker baskets, the iron tang of blood dripping from fishmongers’ knives, the sour reek of brine-soaked nets. Salt hung so thick in the air that Tahmina could taste it on her lips.

The harbor was no grand city port but it throbbed with commerce. Dhows from Arabia swayed at anchor, their tall triangular sails furled. Smaller canoes plied between them, their paddles flashing like silver fins. A group of African sailors laughed among themselves, their voices deep as drums, while a Jain merchant haggled with a pearl diver over a pouch of river pearls. Languages mingled like spices in a mortar—Gujarati, Hindavi, Farsi, even the guttural accents of Turkic soldiers stationed somewhere upriver.

Yusuf kept them close to the edge of the quay, where merchants’ warehouses leaned against one another like tired old men. Mud-plastered walls were streaked with salt; carved balconies sagged, their lattice screens eaten by sea air. The wood bore faded traces of paint—turquoise and vermilion that once proclaimed prosperity but now peeled like old scabs.

At the far end stood a crumbling building shaded by palm mats. Before its doorway waited a burly man whose salt-crusted tunic smelled of brine. His beard was thick with white, his skin dark as sun-dried teak. His eyes were quick and sharp, measuring each stranger with the speed of one accustomed to weighing profit against peril.

“This is Karim,” Yusuf said softly. “He owes me more favors than he admits.”

Karim’s gaze lingered on Tahmina’s lowered face, then on Prithviraj’s guarded stance. Suspicion sharpened his features, yet he nodded curtly. Without a word he turned, beckoning them inside.

The warehouse was cool and dim, filled with the smells of hemp and tar. Coils of rope lay stacked beside clay jars of dried shrimp, bales of indigo cloth, bundles of pepper sealed with wax. Sunlight filtered through slats, painting stripes of gold across the dusty floor. The air was thick with the scent of spices and the faint mustiness of damp wood.

At the back, Karim heaved aside a heap of baskets and revealed a trapdoor. A breath of damp air rose from below, smelling of earth and salt. “The cellar,” he said. His voice was blunt, without sympathy. “Stay there until the dhow from Hormuz docks. Three nights, maybe four. Keep silent. Patrols have been sniffing for strangers. You don’t want their eyes.”

They descended the ladder one by one. The trapdoor thudded closed above, and darkness fell like a dropped curtain. For a moment, Tahmina could hear only her own breath. Then Yusuf struck flint to lamp wick, and a trembling light spread across earthen walls.

The cellar was small, walls pressed close. The floor was beaten clay, damp in patches where high tides had seeped through. A clay jar of water stood in one corner, its mouth sealed with palm fiber. Beside it, a rolled reed mat. The air smelled of salt, of stored grain, of smoke that had seeped into timbers long ago.

Tahmina lowered herself to the floor, her body trembling as though finally admitting exhaustion. The cool clay pressed against her skin, grounding her in the reality of survival. She leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes, breathing in the musty scent as if it were perfume.

Prithviraj sank beside her, his arm brushing hers. His face, shadowed by lamplight, was drawn but steady. He watched her with the quiet attention of a man who measured not only dangers outside but also the storm within.

“Even the sea does not promise safety,” he murmured, his voice low but steady. The words hung in the damp air, heavy with unspoken fears.

She turned her head slightly, her eyes meeting his in the dim glow of the lamp. “No, but it promises distance,” she whispered back, her voice barely audible over the muffled hum of the harbor above. “And perhaps that’s enough for now.”

He nodded, his expression softening for a moment before the usual wariness returned. “We’ve come this far,” he said, his tone both a reassurance and a reminder. “We’ll see this through.”

She shifted closer to him, her shoulder brushing against his. The warmth of his presence was a small comfort in the cold, damp cellar. “Do you think we’ll ever stop looking over our shoulders?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

He was silent for a moment, his gaze fixed on the flickering lamp. “I don’t know,” he admitted finally. “But I do know that we’ll face whatever comes together.”

She closed her eyes, letting his words sink in. The fear that had been a constant companion since they fled the fort still lingered, but it was tempered by a fragile hope. They had survived the flames, the battle, and the long journey down the river. Perhaps they could survive what lay ahead.

Above them, the sounds of the harbor continued, a distant symphony of life that seemed worlds away. The muffled shouts of fishermen, the creak of wooden wheels, the occasional bark of a dog—all of it was a reminder of the world they were so close to, yet so separate from. The cellar was a cocoon of silence, a liminal space between danger and safety, past and future.

Tahmina shifted her weight, the damp clay floor pressing cold against her palms. She glanced at Prithviraj, whose profile was etched in the faint glow of the lamp. His jaw was set, his eyes fixed on the trapdoor as if expecting it to burst open at any moment. She knew that look—it was the same one he’d worn in the fort, when the flames had licked the walls and the air had been thick with smoke and desperation.

“Do you think Yusuf can be trusted?” she asked softly, her voice barely louder than the rustle of the palm fiber sealing the water jar. She knew the answer—she’d seen the way Yusuf had guided them, the way his hands had been steady on the tiller even when his knuckles had betrayed his tension. But the question lingered, unspoken, in the back of her mind. Trust was a rare commodity now, and even the smallest doubt felt like a weight.

Prithviraj turned to her, his gaze softening for a moment. “He’s risked much for us already,” he said, his voice low. “But trust is a luxury we can’t afford to give lightly. We’ll keep our eyes open.”

She nodded, her fingers absently tracing the edge of her coarse muslin shawl. The fabric was rough against her skin, a stark contrast to the silks she’d once worn. Those silks felt like a lifetime ago, like something that belonged to someone else. Now, it was the river and the sea that clung to her, the scent of salt and brine woven into the very fibers of her being.

Outside, a conch shell blew again, its mournful note carrying through the harbor. It was a sound that should have been familiar, but here, in the cellar, it felt alien. Tahmina closed her eyes, letting the sound wash over her. She thought of the women she’d seen on the riverbanks, their songs rising above the rhythmic slap of wet clothes against stone. She thought of the parrots wheeling in the sky, their cries a cacophony of freedom. She thought of the ruins they’d passed, the cracked walls that had once marked the edges of empires now swallowed by time.

“Do you think we’ll ever find a place where we can stop running?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. The question hung in the air, fragile as the lamplight. It was a question she’d asked herself a hundred times since they’d fled the fort, but speaking it aloud made it feel heavier, more real.

Prithviraj was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was steady, but there was a rawness to it that made her heart ache. “I don’t know,” he said. “But if we do, it won’t be because the world stops chasing us. It’ll be because we’ve learned to stand our ground.”

She turned to look at him, her eyes searching his face. There was a quiet resolve in his words, a strength that had carried them this far. She reached out, her fingers brushing against his. He didn’t pull away, and for a moment, the cellar felt less like a prison and more like a sanctuary.

Above, the sounds of the harbor grew louder—a cart rumbling over stone, a sudden burst of laughter, the distant toll of a bell. It was a reminder that the world was still turning, that life continued even as they sat in the shadows. Tahmina leaned back against the wall, her shoulder brushing against Prithviraj’s. The warmth of his presence was a small comfort, a lifeline in the darkness.

“We’ll face it together,” she said softly, more to herself than to him. The words felt like a promise, a fragile thread of hope in the face of the unknown.

In the dim light, the shadows seemed to dance, flickering like restless spirits trapped in the earthen walls. Tahmina closed her eyes, letting the sounds of the harbor drift into a distant hum—the muffled chatter of fishermen, the rhythmic creak of wooden wheels, the occasional cry of a gull. The air in the cellar was heavy with the scent of damp clay and ancient wood, a cocoon of silence enveloping her. For now, this was enough—the flickering lamp casting faint golden stripes across the floor, the warmth of Prithviraj’s presence beside her, his arm steady against hers, his breath a quiet rhythm in the stillness. 
The future stretched before them like the vast, untamed sea, its horizon unknown, its currents treacherous. But here, in this fragile pocket of time, they were safe. The harbor above bustled with life, a world that carried on, indifferent to their plight. Yet, in the cellar’s quiet depths, the weight of their past felt momentarily lighter, as if the river had carried not just their bodies but also their burdens, leaving them at the mercy of the tides. And for now, that was enough—a fleeting respite, a stolen moment of peace in the shadow of a world that would never stop chasing them.


Chapter 34
Of Shadows and Love

The cellar became their world.  
Daylight seeped through narrow cracks in the boards above, tracing pale lines across earthen walls. The air was damp, scented with sea salt, turmeric from a sack of spilled spice, and the faint sweetness of dates stored in a corner. Rats scurried at night, but Karim brought food faithfully—a clay pot of khichdi fragrant with cumin, a basket of flatbreads, once even a small dish of fried pomfret whose crisp skin broke under their teeth to release the taste of the ocean.  
They ate in silence, yet every flavor felt sharper than feasts in marble halls. Each bite was heavy with the knowledge it might be their last before discovery.  
At night, when the town slept, they whispered. The lamp threw long shadows, wrapping them in trembling light. Prithviraj’s hand found hers often, rough with calluses yet warm. One evening, as rain hissed on the roof above, their words dissolved into silence, and their silence into touch.  
She leaned into him, her forehead pressing against his chest, and for a moment, the world outside the cellar ceased to exist. His heartbeat was steady beneath her ear, a rhythm that anchored her amidst the chaos. He smelled of sea salt and smoke, mingling with the faint metallic tang of his healing wounds. It was a scent that had become achingly familiar, a reminder of all they had endured and all they still risked.  
His hand cupped the back of her neck, gentle yet possessive, as if he feared she might slip away. His lips brushed her hair first, a barely-there touch that sent shivers down her spine. Then they grazed her cheek, warm and tentative, as though he were afraid she might pull away. But she didn’t. Instead, she tilted her face toward his, her breath catching in her throat as his mouth found hers.  
The kiss was slow, tender, and filled with a quiet desperation. It was not the fiery passion of stolen moments but something deeper, more profound—a communion of two souls who had found solace in each other amidst the wreckage of their lives. His lips moved against hers with reverence, as though she were something fragile, something sacred.  
“Tahmina,” he whispered against her lips, her name a prayer, a promise, a plea.  
Her fingers tangled in the fabric of his tunic, pulling him closer as if she could dissolve the space between them. She felt the roughness of his calloused hands as they slid down her back, leaving a trail of warmth in their wake. His touch was deliberate, as if he were memorizing every curve, every line of her body, as though he could etch her into his memory before the world tore them apart.  
They sank to the hard floor, the coarse blanket Karim had left for them their only shield against the cold. The candlelight flickered, casting golden hues across their skin, turning the cellar into a private cosmos where only they existed. His fingers traced the curve of her shoulder, his touch feather-light yet searing. They moved to the hollow of her wrist, where her pulse raced beneath his fingertips, betraying the storm within her.  
She reached up to cradle his face, her thumb brushing over the faint stubble along his jaw. “Prithviraj,” she murmured, her voice soft but steady. “Do you ever think of a life beyond this? A life where we don’t have to hide?”  
He paused, his dark eyes searching hers. “Every day,” he admitted quietly. “I think of a house by the sea, where the air smells of salt and jasmine. I think of mornings where the only sound is the waves and your laughter. I think of a life where we are free to love each other. Nothing more, nothing less.”  
Her heart ached at his words, the simplicity of his dream so far removed from their reality. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.  
“It’s ours,” he said firmly, his gaze never wavering. “Even if it’s just in our minds, it’s ours.”  
She nodded, her throat tight with emotion, and drew him down to her. Their lips met again, this time with more urgency, as if they could pour all their longing, their hope, and their fears into the kiss. His hands roamed her body with a possessiveness that left her breathless, yet there was a tenderness in his touch that spoke of love rather than desire.  “You are my heart,” he murmured against her skin, his breath warm on her neck. “My strength. My everything.”  
She arched into him, her fingers threading through his hair. “And you are mine,” she whispered back. “Always.”  
For a while, they simply held each other, their breaths mingling, their hearts beating in sync. The candle burned low, the shadows deepening around them, but they didn’t care. In that moment, they were untouchable, the world outside unable to breach the sanctuary they had created.  
His fingers traced the line of her jaw, then dipped to the pulse point at her throat. “You are so strong,” he said softly. “Stronger than anyone I’ve ever known.”  
She smiled faintly, her hand resting over his heart. 
He pressed his forehead to hers, his eyes closing as if he could seal the moment in his memory. “Then we’ll hold onto each other,” he said. “No matter what happens, we won’t let go.”  
Her fingers tightened around his, a silent vow. We won’t let go.  

The cellar was cold, the air damp and heavy, but in each other’s arms, they found warmth. The candle flickered once more before extinguishing, plunging them into darkness. But they didn’t need light to see each other. They carried it within them, a flame that no dark could extinguish.
Outside, soldiers’ boots clattered. Shouts rose in Persian-accented Hindavi: “Open your doors! The Emperor’s fugitives are near!”  
They froze, breath locked in their throats. The trapdoor above groaned as weight pressed upon it.  
Karim’s voice cut through, calm and oily. “Only salted fish here, sahib. Search if you wish, but you’ll ruin your boots in the brine.”  
Laughter. Boots moved on. The danger ebbed, leaving silence more deafening than noise.  
Prithviraj tightened his arms around her. “The empire hunts shadows,” he said. “But shadows are all we have become.”  
She pressed her lips to his knuckles. “Then let us be shadows together.”  

The days blurred into one another, marked only by the fading light from the cracks above. Each morning, Tahmina would wake to the sound of Prithviraj’s steady breathing, his arm still draped protectively over her. She would lie there for a moment, listening to the distant hum of the town waking up—the clatter of pots, the cries of hawkers, the occasional bray of a donkey. It was strange, she thought, how life outside continued so carelessly while they were imprisoned below it.  
One afternoon, Karim arrived with more than just food. He carried a small bundle wrapped in cloth, his eyes darting nervously toward the trapdoor. “I found this in the market,” he muttered, unwrapping it to reveal a worn but serviceable dagger. “You may need it.”  
Prithviraj took it with a nod of gratitude, running his thumb along the blade. “Thank you, Karim. You’ve risked much for us.”  
The old man shrugged, avoiding their eyes. “The world is cruel enough. If I can ease your burden, even a little, it’s worth the risk.”  
Tahmina reached out, placing a hand on Karim’s arm. “You’ve given us more than food or weapons. You’ve given us hope.”  
Karim’s weathered face softened for a moment before he turned away, muttering something about needing to tend to his shop.  
When he was gone, Prithviraj handed the dagger to Tahmina. “Keep this close. I won’t let them take you.”  

She took it, the weight of the blade unfamiliar in her hand. “I’m not afraid,” she said softly. “Not with you here.”  
But fear was a silent companion, lurking in the corners of the cellar. It was in the way their breath hitched at every unfamiliar sound, in the way their eyes darted toward the trapdoor at the slightest creak. It was in the way they clung to each other at night, as if their embrace could shield them from the world above.  
One day, as they sat sharing a meal of flatbread and pickled mango, Tahmina asked, “Do you think Yusuf and the others made it safely?”  
Prithviraj hesitated, his brow furrowing. “Yusuf is resourceful. If anyone can outwit the Mughals, it’s him.”  
“But what if they were captured? What if they’re...” Her voice trailed off, the unspoken word hanging heavily between them.  
Prithviraj reached for her hand, his grip firm. “We can’t afford to think like that. We have to belief they’re out there, fighting for the same future we are.”  
She nodded, though doubt still gnawed at her.  
That evening, as the shadows lengthened and the cellar grew darker, Tahmina began to hum softly. It was an old melody, one her mother used to sing. Prithviraj listened in silence, his eyes closing as if the sound could transport them somewhere far away.  
“Teach me the words,” he said when she finished.  
She smiled faintly. “It’s about a bird who flies too close to the sun, knowing it will burn its wings.”  
He chuckled, a low, warm sound. “Sounds familiar.”  
“It’s not a sad story,” she said. “The bird doesn’t regret its choice. It knows the sun is worth the risk.”  
Prithviraj leaned back against the wall, pulling her close. “Then let’s be the bird, Tahmina. Let’s fly as far as we can, no matter the cost.”  
Her heart swelled at his words, but before she could respond, the trapdoor above creaked open. They froze, their bodies tensing as Karim’s face appeared in the dim light.  
“You need to leave,” he said urgently. “The soldiers are getting closer. They’ve started searching houses at the edge of the town. It’s only a matter of time before they come here.”  
Prithviraj stood, his expression grim. “Where can we go?”  
“There’s a boat,” Karim said. “It’s small, but it can take you across the bay. From there, you’ll have a better chance of disappearing.”  

Tahmina hesitated, glancing around the cellar. It had been their sanctuary, their refuge from the storm. Leaving it felt like stepping into the unknown all over again.  
But Prithviraj was already gathering their meager belongings. “We’ll go,” he said firmly.  
Karim nodded, his face pale but determined. “I’ll guide you to the docks after dark. Be ready.”  
When he was gone, Tahmina turned to Prithviraj. “Are we doing the right thing?”  
He cupped her face in his hands, his eyes searching hers. “We’ve survived this long by trusting each other and the people who care about us. We’ll keep doing that. Whatever comes next, we’ll face it together.”  
She nodded, drawing strength from his words. As they prepared to leave the cellar, she whispered a verse as if it could shield them from what lay ahead. “Do not ask the moth why it seeks the flame. Love is its law, destruction its truth. If the fire consumes us, then in ashes we are free.”  

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Karim returned, his face shadowed by the hood of his cloak. “It’s time,” he said, his voice low and urgent.  
Prithviraj slung their small bundle over his shoulder, while Tahmina tucked the dagger into the folds of her garment. They followed Karim through the narrow streets, staying close to the walls, their footsteps silent on the damp cobblestones.  
The town was eerily quiet, the usual bustle replaced by an air of tension. Dogs barked in the distance, and the occasional shout of a soldier echoed through the alleys.  
Karim led them to a small cove hidden behind a cluster of rocks. A modest fishing boat bobbed gently in the water, its sails furled. “This is it,” he said, gesturing toward the boat. “The tide is in your favor. Follow the stars, and you’ll reach the other side by dawn.”  
Prithviraj clasped Karim’s hand tightly. “We owe you our lives.”  
Karim shook his head. “You owe me nothing. Just stay safe, and live the life we all dream of.”  
Tahmina stepped forward, embracing the old man. “Thank you, Karim. We’ll never forget you.”  
He patted her back gently, his voice thick with emotion. “Go now, before it’s too late.”  
They climbed into the boat, the wooden planks creaking under their weight. As Prithviraj untied the rope, Tahmina glanced back at Karim, who stood on the shore like a shadow against the darkening sky. His face was unreadable, but his hands clutched the edge of his cloak tightly, betraying his unease. The wind carried the faint scent of brine and damp earth, mingling with the distant cries of gulls.  
“May the stars guide you,” Karim said softly, his voice barely audible over the lapping waves.  
“And may Allah bless you for your kindness,” Tahmina replied, her heart heavy with gratitude and sorrow. She gripped the side of the boat, her knuckles whitening as it rocked gently beneath her.  
Prithviraj finished untying the rope and pushed the boat away from the shore with a grunt. The oars splashed into the water as he began to row, his movements steady and practiced. The town faded behind them, its lights dimming until it was nothing more than a smudge on the horizon.  
The bay stretched before them, vast and dark, its surface shimmering with the reflection of the moon. Tahmina sat at the bow, her eyes fixed on the horizon. The rhythm of the oars was soothing, a steady beat that lulled her into a trance. She reached into the folds of her garment and pulled out the dagger Karim had given them. Its blade caught the moonlight, gleaming like a sliver of ice.  
“Do you think it will come to that?” she asked quietly, turning to Prithviraj.  
He paused mid-stroke, his gaze meeting hers. “I hope not. But it’s better to be prepared.”  
She nodded, sliding the dagger back into its hiding place. “It’s strange, isn’t it? How quickly life can change. One moment, we were in the cellar, and now…”  
“Now we’re adrift in the open sea,” he finished, his voice tinged with wry humor.  
She smiled faintly. “At least we’re together.”  
He returned her smile, his eyes softening. “Always.”  
They fell into companionable silence, the only sounds the creak of the oars and the gentle lapping of the waves. The stars above were bright, their light piercing through the darkness like tiny beacons. Tahmina tilted her head back, tracing the constellations with her eyes.  
“Do you remember the house by the sea?” she asked after a while.  
Prithviraj chuckled. “How could I forget? It’s all I think about.”  
“Tell me about it again,” she said, her voice warm with longing.  
He hesitated, then began to speak, his voice low and steady. “It’s small, but sturdy, built from weathered wood and stone. The windows face the ocean, so you can always hear the waves. There’s a garden, too, filled with jasmine and marigolds. And every morning, we’ll sit outside and watch the sun rise over the water.”  
She closed her eyes, imagining it. “It’s perfect.”  
“It’s ours,” he said firmly.  
The boat rocked gently as a gust of wind swept across the bay, sending ripples across the surface of the water. Tahmina shivered, pulling her cloak tighter around her shoulders. Prithviraj noticed and moved closer, his body radiating warmth.  
“Are you cold?” he asked, concern etched into his features.  
“A little,” she admitted.  
He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. “Better?”  
“Much,” she murmured, resting her head against his shoulder.  
They stayed like that for a while, the stars their only witnesses. The night deepened, the moon casting long shadows across the water. In the distance, the faint outline of the opposite shore began to take shape, a dark, jagged line against the horizon. “We’re almost there,” Prithviraj said, his voice tinged with relief.  
Tahmina nodded, her heart pounding with anticipation and fear in equal measure. “What do you think waits for us on the other side?”  
He hesitated, his grip tightening around her. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, we’ll face it together.”  
She smiled, her fingers tracing the edge of his tunic. “Yes, I like that.”  The boat glided forward, the oars slicing through the water with renewed vigor. The stars above seemed to shine brighter, as if urging them onward. 
Tahmina tightened her hold on Prithviraj and gazed out at the horizon.  


Chapter 34
Far Horizons

As the shore drew nearer, the wind carried the faint scent of jasmine, a bittersweet reminder of all they had left behind—and all they still hoped to find. The boat sliced through the dark water, the rhythmic splash of the oars a steady heartbeat in the silence. The opposite shore loomed closer, its shape growing clearer against the star-strewn sky. Tahmina’s grip on Prithviraj’s arm tightened, her pulse quickening with every stroke of the oars.  
They were almost there—but where "there" was, she couldn’t say.  
As the boat scraped against the sandy shallows, Prithviraj jumped out, his boots sinking into the wet sand. He turned and extended a hand to Tahmina, his face shadowed but his eyes steady. She took it, letting him pull her onto the shore. The night air was cool against her skin, carrying the earthy smell of the land and the faint tang of the sea.  
For a moment, they stood still, their breaths mingling, their hands intertwined. The shore was quiet, save for the gentle lapping of waves and the distant cry of a night bird. But the silence was deceptive. Somewhere in the darkness, danger lurked, and they both knew it.  
“We need to get going,” Prithviraj said softly, his voice barely audible over the wind.  
She nodded, her eyes scanning the shadowy trees that lined the shore. “Where do we go?”  
“Follow the path,” he said, gesturing toward a narrow trail that wound its way inland. “Karim said we’d find a village not far from here. We’ll rest there, gather our strength, and figure out our next move.”  
They set off, their footsteps muffled by the soft sand and the thick undergrowth. The path was uneven, lined with roots and rocks that threatened to trip them in the dark. But they moved quickly, their senses heightened by the urgency of their situation.  
As they ventured deeper into the forest, the trees closed in around them, their branches forming a canopy that blotted out the stars. The air grew heavier, thick with the scent of damp earth and decaying leaves. Tahmina’s heart pounded in her chest, her ears straining for any sound that might betray their presence.  
Minutes turned into what felt like hours, the darkness pressing in on all sides. Just as Tahmina was beginning to wonder if they would ever find the village, the trees thinned, and the path opened up into a small clearing. The moon hung low, casting a silvery glow over the scene.  
In the center of the clearing stood a dock, weathered and creaking under the weight of the sea’s constant tug. A lone sailor moved about, his back bent as he carried pots of water to a massive two-masted dhow moored at the dock. The ship loomed large against the night sky, its sails furled but ready to catch the wind. Sacks of pepper and indigo were stacked high on the deck, their earthy scents mingling with the salt air.  
Prithviraj hesitated, his hand tightening around Tahmina’s. “This is it,” he said softly, his voice barely audible over the rustling of leaves.  
They approached cautiously, their footsteps muffled by the soft earth. The sailor paused, setting down a pot of water and squinting at them in the dim light. His face was weathered, his beard streaked with gray, but his eyes were sharp and assessing.  
“We seek passage,” Prithviraj said, stepping forward. “We are friends of Karim.”  
The sailor’s expression shifted, a flicker of recognition crossing his face. “Karim?” he repeated, his voice low and gravelly. He studied them for a moment longer, then nodded. “Follow me.”  He led them down the dock, the planks groaning under their weight. The dhow swayed gently in the water, its hull creaking as if alive. Persian sailors moved about on deck, their voices a quiet murmur in the night. The sailor signaled to one of them, and a rope ladder was tossed over the side.  
“Hurry,” the sailor urged, glancing over his shoulder toward the path they had just left. “There’s no time to waste.”  
Prithviraj motioned for Tahmina to climb first. She hesitated, her fingers brushing the rough rope of the ladder before she began her ascent. The wood was damp and slippery, but she moved quickly, her heart pounding in her chest.  
The sailors moved into action, unfurling the sails and preparing the ship for departure. Prithviraj and Tahmina stood at the rail, their hands gripping the wood as the dhow began to move. The dock grew smaller behind them, the clearing swallowed by the trees.  
As the ship picked up speed, the wind carried the faint scent of jasmine, a bittersweet reminder of all they had left behind. Tahmina closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.  
“We’re not safe yet,” Prithviraj murmured, his voice low.  
She nodded, her gaze fixed on the horizon. The night was far from over, but for now, they were sailing toward freedom.  
As if on cue, the glint of spears flashed through the trees, and distant shouts echoed through the night. Arrows hissed through the air, striking wood and earth as they ran. Prithviraj pulled Tahmina up the gangplank, her heart racing as the dhow lurched forward.  
Behind them, the rhythmic clatter of oars cut through the darkness. A Mughal patrol boat rounded the jagged rocks, its lanterns casting a menacing glow over the water. Soldiers aboard shouted in Persian-accented Hindavi, their voices sharp and commanding. “Halt! Stop for boarding!”  

The captain of the dhow, a wiry man with a face etched by years of salt and sun, stepped forward. He barked an order in Persian, and the sailors quickened their pace, unfurling the sails and heaving at the oars.  
“Ignore them!” the captain growled, his voice low but firm. He turned briefly to Prithviraj and Tahmina, his eyes narrowing. “Stay below deck. This isn’t your fight.”  
Prithviraj hesitated, his hand tightening around Tahmina’s. “We can’t just—”  
“You’ll get us all killed if you don’t listen,” the captain snapped, his voice cutting through the tension. He glanced toward the approaching patrol boat, his jaw clenched. “Karim vouched for you. That’s the only reason I’m risking my neck. Don’t make me regret it.”  
Prithviraj nodded, though his expression was grim. He pulled Tahmina toward the hatch, his movements swift but deliberate. Below deck, the air was thick with the scent of salt and spices. Sacks of pepper and indigo were stacked high, their earthy fragrance mingling with the damp wood.  
“What happens if they catch us?” Tahmina whispered, her voice trembling.  
Prithviraj shook his head, his eyes dark with worry. “They won’t. The captain knows what he’s doing.”  
Above them, the shouts grew louder. The Mughal soldiers were closing in, their lanterns casting long, flickering shadows over the waves. The captain stood at the helm, his posture defiant.  
“You’re in Mughal waters!” a soldier bellowed from the patrol boat. “Stop immediately!”  
The captain spat into the sea, his voice carrying over the wind. “Tell your emperor he can have my cargo when he takes it from my cold, dead hands!”  
The sailors laughed, a harsh, defiant sound that seemed to echo across the water. The dhow surged forward, the sails catching the wind with a loud snap. Arrows flew from the patrol boat, some striking the hull but most splashing harmlessly into the sea.   
The sail unfurled with a crack like thunder, catching the wind and propelling them out to sea. Oars beat against the tide, their rhythmic splashes a counterpoint to the chaos behind them. On the quay, soldiers cursed, their torches flaring like fireflies in vain pursuit. The shouts from the patrol boat grew fainter, the lanterns dimming as the distance between the vessels widened.  
“They’re falling behind!” a sailor shouted from above.  
The captain’s laughter rang out, sharp and triumphant. “Mughals can’t sail worth a damn! Let’s see them catch us now!”  

Tahmina exhaled slowly, her fingers uncurling from the edge of the sack she’d been gripping. “Thank God,” she whispered, more to herself than to Prithviraj.  
Above deck, the sailors worked in silence, their movements efficient and practiced. The captain leaned against the rail, his eyes scanning the horizon. The wind carried the faint scent of jasmine, a bittersweet reminder of all they had left behind—and all they still hoped to find.  
“Karim’s friends are brave,” Tahmina murmured, her voice soft.  
Prithviraj nodded, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Brave or desperate. Either way, we’re alive because of them.”  
She reached for his hand, her fingers intertwining with his. “We’ll find a way to repay him. Someday.”  
“Someday,” Prithviraj agreed, his voice steady.  

Hours later, the dhow cut through the waves at a good rate of knots, the Persian sailors working in silence, their movements efficient and practiced. Tahmina leaned against the rail, her eyes fixed on the horizon. The sun was beginning to rise, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold.  Prithviraj stood beside her, his gaze distant. “What are you thinking?” he asked softly.  
She hesitated, her fingers tracing the rough wood of the rail. “I’m thinking about the future.”  
He turned to her, his dark eyes searching hers. “It has to be better than what we've come through.”  
She nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “True.”  
The wind shifted, carrying the faint scent of jasmine, a bittersweet reminder of all they had left behind—and all they still hoped to find. 
Tahmina moved to the stern, her veil torn loose by the salt wind. The coast of India shimmered in the moonlight, then blurred into haze as the dhow surged forward. Coconut palms bent in farewell, temple spires dwindled, the familiar earth slipping beyond reach.  
Her heart ached with a pain too vast for tears. Persia lay ahead, a world unknown. Behind her, everything she had ever called home.  Prithviraj placed a hand upon hers. His voice was steady, though his eyes were not. “We may never return.”  
“Then our love will be our homeland,” she replied, her voice soft but unwavering.  She raised her face to the wind and recited softly, the words carried away upon the restless sea. “O homeland, O garden of my birth, You vanish like the last star of dawn. The sea bears me where I do not wish to go, but love is my compass, and sorrow my sail. Even as distance grows, my heart returns to you in every breath.”  
“Poetry infuses your heart like wine,” Prithviraj said with wet eyes. 

The last glimpse of India was a dim line against the horizon. Then even that was gone, swallowed by the haze of dawn. Two fugitives sailing toward exile, their hearts heavy with loss, yet bound together by a love fierce enough to defy an empire.  
"I love you," she said simply.
"I love you  more than reasonable people should love anything."
[bookmark: _GoBack]"Reasonable people don't flee empires for love."
"We’re not reasonable."
As they passed a small island, rain began falling. Not monsoon fury. Gentle drops that blessed rather than threatened. Their kiss tasted of rain and salt air and freedom. Of all the unspoken words that had passed between them during weeks of survival. Of promises they could finally make.
The rain increased. Gentle shower that washed away weeks of dust and danger. Sacred water that blessed new beginnings. Above them, stars appeared between rain clouds. Celestial navigation that had guided travelers for millennia. Divine light that promised direction for people brave enough to trust unknown horizons.
"Look," she pointed to flowering vines that climbed groves of coconut trees on the passing island. White flowers blooming even in season and salt air. Beauty that persisted regardless.
"Jasmine," Prithviraj said with wonder.
They held each other as rain fell on flower-scented air. The world would whisper of the healer and the prince who vanished in flame. But beneath the jasmine sky, where ocean met the stars, they were only two people who were deeply in love.
They were just Tahmina and Prithviraj.


THE END


Enjoyed Beneath A Jasmine Sky?
Your voice matters more than you know.
If Tahmina and Prithviraj’s story touched your heart, I’d be deeply grateful if you could take a moment to leave a short review on Amazon. Reviews help more readers discover the world of 17th-century Mughal India—and they directly support my ability to continue writing love stories rooted in history, culture, and resilience.
Every review, even just a sentence or two, makes a difference.
Thank you for reading—and for keeping these stories alive.
Leila




Glossary of Terms

Achkan - Long, fitted coat worn by men, often formal wear
Ammi/Ammijan - Mother (affectionate terms)
Apsaras - Celestial dancers and musicians in Hindu mythology
Assalamu alaikum - "Peace be upon you" (Islamic greeting)
Attar - Traditional perfume made from natural essences
Badshah - Emperor, king
Begum - Title for a Muslim woman of high rank
Beta - Child, dear one (affectionate term)
Bharatanatyam - Classical South Indian dance form
Bibi - Lady, madam (respectful address for women)
Biryani - Fragrant rice dish with meat or vegetables
Bismillah - "In the name of Allah" (Islamic phrase)
Caravanserai - Roadside inn for travelers and merchants
Chai - Spiced tea
Choli - Fitted blouse worn with lehenga or sari
Dal - Lentil curry, a staple food
Dharma - Righteous duty, moral law
Diwan-i-Khas - Hall of private audience in Mughal courts
Dupatta - Long scarf worn over head and shoulders
Ghee - Clarified butter used in cooking
Ghungroos - Small bells worn on ankles by dancers
Hakim - Physician, wise man
Hakeem - Traditional healer, physician
Haveli - Traditional mansion or large house
Henna/Mehndi - Natural dye used for decorative body art
Inshallah - "God willing" (Islamic phrase)
Jahanpanah - "Shelter of the world" (title for emperor)
Jali - Intricately carved latticed screen
Kebabs - Grilled or roasted meat dishes
Khan - Title of nobility or leadership
Kurta - Long tunic worn by men and women
Lehenga - Full, flowing skirt
Lingam - Sacred symbol representing Shiva
Mandala - Sacred geometric design representing the cosmos
Mirza - Title of nobility, often Persian origin
Mudras - Sacred hand gestures used in dance and prayer
Mullah - Islamic scholar or cleric
Naani - Maternal grandmother
Nawab - Provincial governor or nobleman
Purdah - Practice of female seclusion
Raga - Melodic framework in Indian classical music
Sahib - Sir, master (respectful address for men)
Salwar kameez - Traditional outfit of loose pants and tunic
Singh - "Lion" - surname used by Rajputs and Sikhs
Sitar - Stringed musical instrument
Stepwell - Architectural water storage structure with steps
Tabla - Pair of hand drums
Tilaka - Religious mark worn on forehead
Turban - Head covering worn by men
Ustad - Master, respected teacher or artist
Zenana - Women's quarters in a household


 Author's Note

I decided to release this trilogy in one go because I’ve been writing for some years now and have built up quite a pile of manuscripts. Watch my Instagram and Facebook pages for new of more romance releases, hopefully within the year!  
Beneath A Jasmine Sky is set during the early seventeenth century, in the reign of the Mughal Emperor Jahangir (1605-1627). This was a period of remarkable cultural synthesis in the Indian subcontinent, where Persian, Central Asian, and indigenous Indian traditions created something entirely new and magnificent. The Mughal court was a cosmopolitan center of learning, art, and poetry, where scholars, physicians, artists, and merchants from across the known world gathered to share knowledge and create beauty.
The medical practices described in this novel draw from the rich traditions of Unani medicine (Greek-Arabic healing), Ayurveda (ancient Indian medicine), and Persian pharmacology. Women healers, though often working within constraints imposed by social customs, played vital roles in preserving and transmitting medical knowledge, particularly in the zenanas and among the common people.
The architectural wonders that serve as backdrops for Tahmina and Prithviraj's story—from Delhi's red sandstone palaces to Kashmir's wooden temples—represent the extraordinary craftsmanship of builders who created structures meant to last for centuries. Many of these monuments till stand today, testament to the vision and skill of their creators.
While the central characters are fictional, their world reflects the complex realities of a time when political boundaries often mattered less than personal relationships, when love could indeed transcend the artificial divisions created by empire and religion. The merchants, artisans, boatmen, and ordinary people who populate this story represent the backbone of a civilization that thrived on trade, cultural exchange, and human connection.
I am deeply grateful to the historians, archaeologists, and scholars whose meticulous research illuminated this fascinating period. To the librarians and museum curators who preserve these precious records of human experience. To my mother, who first opened my eyes to the romance and wonder of history through her own passionate storytelling, teaching me that the past lives not in dusty books but in the beating hearts of people who loved, dreamed, and struggled just as we do. To the readers of early drafts who offered insights that strengthened every page. To my family and friends, who supported this long journey with patience and encouragement.
Most of all, I am indebted to the poets, artists, and chroniclers of the Mughal era whose words and images provided windows into a world of extraordinary beauty and complexity. Their legacy reminds us that love, art, and human dignity transcend the political upheavals that dominate historical narratives.
Any errors in historical detail or interpretation are mine alone. In places where historical records are incomplete, I have attempted to remain true to the spirit of the period while serving the needs of the story.
Leila Daryan.  
