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TO MY PARENTS AND SISTERS.

TO MY FAMILY, BLOOD AND FOUND.

YOU ARE MY HOME.
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Epigraph

Never greet a tiger at midnight, for they are the manifestations of your past misdeeds.

—FROM THE TALES OF NARAN AND NARIA
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Chapter 1

Kunal’s eyes, sharp as an eagle’s, were used to studying an enemy’s armor for chinks or a battle plan for flaws. But tonight they rested on the sea.

Across the water, the outline of the coast of Dharka looked as if it was etched into the night—a shadow of reality compared to the starkness of the rocky Jansan cliffs below. Kunal longed to sketch it, capture the shades of moonlight.

Chilly air tickled the stubble on his jaw as he sat, perched on the highest wall of the Red Fortress, with his curved longbow at his side. It had been many moons since he’d had a moment to close his eyes and feel the wind on his skin with such abandon. Terms for the cease-fire with the Dharkans had been drawn up that morning, so watch duty was a formality today, but not one he was about to shirk.

Kunal stared out into the sooty darkness, his eyes unfocused. No one would be out there on the abandoned battle lines either, the soldiers too busy celebrating the momentary peace with rice wine and games of dice.

Except—there was movement.

He was up in a flash, peering out over the curved bell of the rampart’s window. A small figure weaved her way through the encampment on the western side of the Fort with delicate steps.

Moonlight highlighted her careful movements, the red sandstone of the Fort creating an eerie glow around her. Her ivory-colored uttariya covered her head and shoulders, but Kunal caught a glimpse of her face under the shifting streams of light.

He abandoned his warm corner of the wall.

Kunal would have left the girl to find her way back to the harbor down below the cliff, but she was going the wrong way. In a quarter of an hour the conch would be blown, and soldiers would stream out of the west entrance for midnight exercises—drunk and in fighting moods. Though the war elephants wouldn’t be out this late at night, it would still be chaos after tonight’s celebrations. A lost girl could easily get underfoot as they practiced their chariot formations.

He’d risk a whipping for abandoning his post, but Kunal’s stomach turned at the thought of anything happening to a civilian during his watch.

The girl disappeared under the towering shadow of the Fort, and Kunal raced from his perch to catch up. He ran down the tower stairs, nearly overturning a camphor lamp hanging from the ceiling as he shot through the narrow corridors. He reached the tall, stone arches at the bottom of the Fort and turned the corner at the side entrance, steadying his hands before he opened the door.

The foaming waves of the ocean crested and broke against the red cliffs that held up the south side of the Fort. To his left, the lights of the traders’ ships glimmered up the beach, near the port. The girl stood farther down the path to his right, close to the edge of the cliff.

She looked up at the sky, moonlight cascading over her profile as she smiled.

Her smile.

It dragged an unwilling memory from the echoes of his mind. Of a childhood friend with dancing eyes and a challenging smile that had often led him into trouble. A friend long dead.

The memory ached in his chest, a remnant from an earlier life. A life where he didn’t know four ways to kill a man quickly.

He watched her from the shadows of the door. The ocean breeze held a chill, and the girl wrapped her light brown arms under the end of her uttariya, shivering. She was clad in a simple crimson sari with a thin gold border, the bolt of stiff silk thrown over one shoulder and held up with a gold waist sash. He glanced at her feet. No toe rings, which meant she was unmarried. No anklets or earrings or ornate gold jewelry at all to denote her status. She must be one of the newly arrived traders, as they always dressed simply to show no affiliation.

Kunal felt himself relax at the realization, though he wondered why she was here—most traders should be off to the harbor by this time in the evening. Was she lost?

He revealed himself from the shadows, walking toward her.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, stopping a pace away from her.

He saw her tense, clutching her uttariya tighter to her chest. Her eyes darted to his bronze armor, to the gold cuffs he wore at his wrists, indicating he was a soldier.

Kunal noticed the look and pulled back, swallowing his sharp tone. Of course she’d be frightened after he had said it like that. Only a few days ago, the commander of the cavalry had thrown a trader in irons for arguing with a Fort captain.

They stood there for the briefest of moments, staring at one another, neither moving as the wind crashed into them.

The girl was even more striking up close. Her chestnut eyes were huge, framed by thick, arched eyebrows. Her face shone with fear but her chin jutted out, defiant.

Kunal coughed and ventured a tentative smile. He tried to angle himself in the straining moonlight so that she would see he was unarmed and meant no harm, raising both hands for good measure. The tension in her shoulders eased and he tapped the four fingers of his right hand against his chest in greeting, the symbol of welcome and warmth in Jansa.

“I was up there and saw you going down the wrong path,” he said. Kunal cleared his throat and pointed to the embrasure that jutted out. “You’re not allowed—it isn’t safe to be on the western side of the Fort tonight.” His words came out fast, laced with a nervous energy. “Are you lost? It can be hard to navigate the trading footpaths at night. This one leads away from the harbor.”

He couldn’t remember the last time he had spoken to a girl at length; women had been removed from the Jansan army after the queendom had been dismantled, and the Fort was inhabited only by soldiers and the passing traders that helped it thrive. The other soldiers made trips into town on campaigns, but Kunal never partook in those celebrations.

He was used to seeing traders from all over the Southern Lands and Far Isles at the Fort and knew most of them by name, but he didn’t recognize her. His eyes darted to the small pin that held together her sari pleats, shaped like a jasmine flower, which he could tell was Dharkan-made. But she had no valaya, the metal bracelet Dharkans wore from birth. No Dharkan would set foot here, near the Fort, anyway—she must be Jansan.

It was uncommon to see a Jansan wear such a pin nowadays but not impossible. Before the War of the Brothers, Jansans and Dharkans had mingled: they had loved and lived together as denizens of the Southern Lands. It was only after Jansa’s queen and royal family had been murdered, ten years ago, that the war had started and the bond between their countries had fractured.

It was only after that bloody coup that Kunal’s entire life had changed.

“I’ve seen many traders deliver their goods and then get lost while staring at the Fortress’s height or numerous parapets. It’s really not that special. But I suppose I think that because I live there . . .” His words trailed off as he bit his tongue, bewildered at why his mouth had decided to come to life on its own.

She looked at him for a long beat, studying his face, and Kunal had to resist the urge to say something to fill the silence. Finally, she lowered her head, demure.

“I believe I am lost.” Her voice was musical, measured, and a note of uncertainty crept into it. “Would you be so kind as to tell me how to get back to the harbor? I was late in dropping off my shipment of poppy seeds; I hope you will forgive me.” She bent her head, eyes lowering. “But if I don’t get back to my quarter on the ship, I’ll be left behind. The captain doesn’t look kindly on tardiness.”

He nodded briskly. Uncle Setu—known to the rest of Jansa as the revered, and feared, General Hotha—wasn’t one for lateness either.

“Of course. I’ll show you to the footpath that leads down to the harbor. I can take you there right now.”

Something akin to relief passed over the girl’s face. This captain must really have a lot in common with the general if she was that worried.

Kunal glanced up at his station at the top of the Fort. Even with the soldiers preoccupied by celebration in the courtyard inside, they would make their way outside at midnight without fail, only a quarter of an hour from now. He would have to make this quick before the western gates opened. He made a note to remind the sentries to keep a closer eye on traders from now on.

Kunal led the way to the footpath in silence, stealing glances at the girl when her gaze was dropped. The girl’s steps were jaunty for a trader, her shoulders held a bit too high. Most traders at the Fort crept about with their shoulders around their ears, in fear of invoking the general’s wrath.

But this girl. Her eyes . . . they were filled with fire and the depths of water. It bothered Kunal. Fire and water didn’t live together in harmony, yet in her eyes, it seemed perfectly natural. Something about her was so familiar, but Kunal couldn’t place it.

Perhaps she was one of the daughters of the new trade leader? Or had just arrived on one of the trade ships from the Western Lands, across the sea?

He scuffed his toe against the stones as they crested the hill to the back entrance of the Fort where the footpath lay. One of the Fort’s five sandstone pillars towered at the top of the path, the inscriptions of King Vardaan’s edicts from the past decade gleaming in the light. There was a cracked white line in the stone, where a statue of the first queen of Jansa, Naria, and an eagle, the royal family’s sigil, had used to stand. He still remembered the day he had asked his uncle why there was a king on Jansa’s throne, instead of a queen as the gods had decreed—it had earned him his first beating.

Kunal didn’t want to think about what his uncle would say if he found out he had abandoned his post, whatever the reason. An unfitting decision for a dutiful Jansan soldier, especially now with his promotion.

“Are you all right?” the girl asked. Her words were quick and unmeasured, a stark difference from her previous tone.

Kunal nodded. She arched one dark eyebrow at him. “Do soldiers normally go around frowning at imaginary people?”

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. He hadn’t realized he was that easy to read. “Only every other day. You caught me on a bad one.”

She chuckled, low and hearty.

Where had that come from? Kunal wasn’t a flirt, wasn’t even one for a bawdy song.

The girl was now glancing at him as they walked, the grimness of her earlier expression gone, something mischievous in her eye.

“Is it always this chilly on this side of the coast, or did I just come on a bad day?” she asked, referring to the peninsula that the Red Fort was situated on.

“It’s been getting cooler over the past years.”

She made a concerned noise. “And I haven’t seen any storm clouds. Good for our trading ships, but not so good for the land, I’m guessing.”

“The land has become more arid. A quick dry spell, that’s all,” Kunal said, remembering what the Fort leadership had told them about the change in the land.

“I’ve heard tales of more than just a dry spell up north,” she said, almost cautiously. When he inclined his head at her, she continued. “The price of wheat has increased this season, which I’ve heard is because of a lower yield due to the weather. It’s even affecting the pearl market in the far east.”

She was smart, that was obvious. But most of the traders who passed under the shadow of the Fort were content to know only what was going on within Jansa’s borders. Kunal tried not to show his surprise at her knowledge. What made her different?

“You’re right,” he said. “I’ve heard a number of traders who were stopping by the port complain that their goods aren’t selling like they used to, even in Gwali.”

“Even in the capital? Must be serious,” she said, chuckling. For a second she had looked as if she was going to say something else, but instead she changed the subject, asking about other news from the capital.

Kunal told her what he knew of the new cease-fire, watching her out of the corner of his eye. There was something about her, something fascinating, that compelled him to keep talking.

They arrived at the start of the graveled footpath, following the edge of the cliff the Fortress sat on down to the sandy beach below.

A tendril of black hair escaped her uttariya and fell across her cheek. Kunal wondered what it’d be like to brush it aside, draw that gaze to him.

He considered the impulse, but his hands remained at his sides.

Helping the girl was one thing. His uncle wouldn’t excuse anything more. He shook his head as if to erase the thought. He needed to get back to his post before anyone noticed he was gone.

“Follow this path down to the harbor and you should be able to slip onto your ship before the captain notices,” Kunal said.

“You’re not going to walk me down?” she asked, angling her face up at him.

He hesitated. It was a bold question, but not without cause. He couldn’t tell if she actually wanted him to, her face unreadable.

He shook his head. “No, I have to get back to my post. But I’ll watch from up there,” Kunal said, pointing up to his perch. “If you need anything, anything at all, wave.”

Her eyes darted between him and the Fort.

“Thank you,” she said, her words carrying a strange intensity. He nodded.

“It was a pleasure to meet you.” He reached for her hand. Startled, she looked up and he held her gaze, refusing to give it up. Kunal brought her hand to his lips. “What is your name?”





Chapter 2

Esha was so unsettled by the soldier’s warm gesture that she spoke before thinking.

“Esha.”

She took her hand away and had to stop herself from clamping it over her mouth.

Stupid.

What had possessed her to give him her real name?

His warm eyes? The first kind expression she’d received from a boy in a while that didn’t hide a secret agenda or dismiss her because of her gender?

Three weeks without regular human contact would drive anyone out of their mind, and it had turned her weak. Falling over herself and revealing her name for a handsome face and a kind word? Who was she?

She needed to remove herself from this conversation, finish her mission, and return home to feast with her friends and comrades. She’d even let herself find a boy to kiss under the stars.

Maybe Harun. But it couldn’t be this one.

Esha looked at him standing across from her, his black hair blowing in the gusty wind. She took in every detail, sizing him up and folding the rest of the information away. He was a soldier, thickly muscled and sturdy, his brown skin tanned from days spent outside, she guessed. Scars crawled up his knuckles and a few dotted his shoulder, one carving into the edge of his full lips. But his pale amber eyes revealed something gentle.

If he was gentle, he wouldn’t be able to survive her. If he was a brute, he would be like every other Jansan soldier and she’d be glad to end his life.

“Esha,” he repeated. The corners of his eyes crinkled with genuine pleasure and Esha couldn’t help but smile back. “I’m Kunal.”

A violent wind ran through, causing the quiver of arrows slung across his back to rattle against his bronze cuirass, tangling with the uttariya thrown across his shoulders. He wore no turban to signify his status as many Jansan men did, but the bronze cuirass and gold cuffs were enough. In his armor, he was an arresting picture of strength, but Esha was drawn to his smile. It transformed his face from cold to surprisingly warm.

“Perhaps I’ll see you around here again.” There was a hopeful lift to his words. “Maybe I can convince our cook that we need to add poppy seeds to all of our bread,” he said with a small grin.

“Well, your fellow soldiers might blame you when they find themselves with horrible stomachaches.”

“We wouldn’t want that.”

Esha shook her head solemnly. “No, we wouldn’t want to start a riot over a few extra poppy seeds.” She squinted at him. “Think about it. ‘The Poppy Seed Rebellion.’ What a horrible name.”

“At the very least, it would be an interesting tale. That is, if I managed to keep my head in said rebellion.”

She was doing her best to defeat her own traitorous smile. “It would be the first thing to go. Your head for the extra barrel of poppy seeds.”

“Pity. I do have such a nice head.” He grinned at her and she grinned back.

Despite herself, she liked him.

Too bad she would have to betray him.





Chapter 3

She pulled her hand away first, turning to follow the path. But something stilled her steps and she looked back, shivering in the cool sea breeze of night.

The soldier unwrapped his own uttariya in one swift movement and had it around her shoulders in the next. With that he put four fingers to his chest in salute and turned around, marching up the rocky path toward the Red Fortress.

Or the Blood Fort, as it was called by everyone on her side of the water. One of the many names Dharkans had for the regime of the Pretender King of Jansa.

Esha could feel her heart beating in her chest as she fingered the thick silk of his uttariya over her own, drawing it tighter around her body. The faint remnants of a smile flitted on her lips as she saw him draw near the door—until a jeweled armband on his upper arm caught the moonlight and she realized what he was.

She scowled at his back. Only a Senap guard wore those armbands, the worst sort of Fort soldier. They offered warmth with one hand and ripped lives apart with the other. She knew the latter firsthand.

Esha took a deep breath and continued down the path, turning near the large boulder for a better look at the side door to the Fort. She ducked behind, sliding into a low crouch and patting the knife strapped to her thigh.

Esha pushed aside the old, painful memories that threatened to resurface, making space for the clarity she would need to accomplish her mission. There was a reason she had asked for this one, even demanded it be assigned to her.

If she could pull this off, it would be a great win for the Crescent Blades and her rebel team at home.

And for the girl she used to be.

She’d spent too many nights haunted by nightmares—the image of a soldier in bronze armor holding a curved blade, and Setu Hotha, the general of the Fort, behind him. His lips were always set in a pleased slant. She would never be free of that nightmare, never be able to wipe away those memories of the night Vardaan Himyad took control of Jansa by coup.

Vardaan Himyad, a former prince of Dharka, the younger brother of Dharka’s reigning monarch, King Mahir. That night marked an unbelievable betrayal of both countries.

It was also the night her parents had been murdered in front of her eyes.

Setting up this mission after the cease-fire had been a masterful idea by Harun, the current crown prince of Dharka, giving her the distraction she needed to slip in. She welcomed the cease-fire, as it allowed Dharka’s smaller military to recuperate and gave both nations’ people a respite from the war. The conflict had started off as a simple border issue after the coup ten years ago, when the Pretender King pushed past the Ghanta Mountains, the natural border between Jansa and Dharka, to claim Dharkan land.

But both country’s futures had always been closely tied—they both relied on the Bhagya River’s tributaries and were bound to the land by the janma bond, the pact of blood and magic that Jansa’s and Dharka’s founders had made with the gods to keep the Southern Lands thriving and alive for all future generations. After the Pretender King had broken the janma bond by killing the queen and the royals, it had become an all-out fight for the future of Jansa—and the Southern Lands.

Ten years of on-and-off war and countless failed cease-fires later, she had a chance to claim a great win for Dharka, to take a step toward toppling the Pretender King. It was even more vital now, after what the scholars had told her about the janma bond—time was running out for Jansa and soon Dharka would be engulfed in drought as well.

The next ritual would be the last.

Her mission? Assassinate the brutal General Hotha and intercept a stolen report, one a fellow rebel had died protecting and that contained new information about the janma bond.

Two birds, one stone. The Blades would deliver a great blow to the Pretender King, eliminate his trusted adviser, and recover valuable intel. Tonight’s celebration of the cease-fire, when the Fort’s guard was down, would be their best, and only, chance.

Esha tilted her head around the boulder, watching the soldier slip inside the fort door. In a few seconds he disappeared behind the heavy stone.

The maid’s entrance.

Or it used to be the maid’s entrance, when the Fort had been a palace.

When Esha had last been here, the Fortress was alive with people and color. The land surrounding it had been healthy, and when moonlight struck the cliffs, they glimmered like hardened rubies.

Now the land was dying and the Fort stood on the top of the hill, bleak and ominous, its heart ripped out ten years ago on the night of the coup. The inner residence had been destroyed, according to their rebel reports, to make way for training grounds.

She remembered the vivid paintings on those walls, of the origins of Dharka and Jansa. The twin demigods of boy and girl, Naran and Naria, who had built their nations side by side on the peninsular Southern Lands.

She had spent so many afternoons as a child tracing them, listening to stories from her father, learning about the two royal lineages who had descended from the twins—the Samyads of Jansa and the Himyads of Dharka. Even now, she could picture how her father’s long handlebar mustache had shaken as he took on different voices to tell the stories, making her erupt in peals of laughter.

Esha sprinted up the path, desperate to avoid any watching eyes. She grabbed the edges of her sari, bunching the fabric of the dress together and pulling it through her legs to create a dhoti. She tucked the long length of fabric over one of her shoulders into her waist sash, freeing up her arms.

Esha tugged at the door. After steadying her breath, she reached out to hold the large gold lock in her shaking hands.

How had the soldier done it?

A twist to the right, a tug forward. Had the next step been clockwise or counterclockwise? She chose the latter but the lock didn’t budge.

She suppressed a curse.

The soldier had given her the information she needed—she only had until midnight. She had been briefed on the Fort rituals before she left and she knew that the commander ran training exercises and drills in the evening and the early morning hours.

It wasn’t a lot of time, but she had no choice. There was too much at stake for this mission, especially with the new cease-fire. Worse than failing, if she was caught, it could jeopardize everything. She had to keep her head about her.

Esha focused her breath until it steadied. The anxiety she felt now—she had felt it a million times. In every mission she had run, there was a moment when all felt lost. When the military plans had been impossible to steal, the blockade impossible to break.

This was her biggest mission to date. She focused on transforming her fear into excitement.

This was her chance, aside from all other obligation, to take the first step toward her revenge. One she had been dreaming about as frequently as she had tossed and turned from nightmares.

She took a deep breath and looked around her. The red stone walls in front of her were slabs, thick and sturdy. The walls around it were made of the same smooth, tall stone. Impossible to climb.

She tried the lock again, to no avail. By the third time, her palms were sore and frustration tore at her throat.

A faint shuffle of feet on the other side of the door shot her back to attention, and Esha shoved herself into the wall shadows. She tried to make herself as small as possible as the footsteps became louder and more clear.

A young soldier pushed through the door she had been trying to open, walking outside with an unsteady stance and a darting gaze. He moved toward the cliff and began to relieve himself, breathing heavily and barely keeping himself upright.

Esha held her breath and waited. The door wasn’t open enough for her to sneak in and he hadn’t moved far enough away, only about twenty paces. She kept her eyes on him as he moved back toward the door.

She moved forward to get a better look and stepped on the sharp point of a rock. Esha bit back a yelp of pain as quick as she could, but the soldier’s hand stilled, and with a firm motion he threw the door shut.

He whirled around, a curved short sword in each hand, the metal shining like malicious smiles in the moonlight. Though he swayed slightly in the breeze, his eyes were alert and he stalked closer to where Esha stood, hidden in the shadows.

She berated herself—this wasn’t a normal mission. Soldiers at the Blood Fort were second best to the elite Senap Guard. They weren’t sell-swords or conscripted farmers but highly trained, skilled warriors.

Esha went deathly still, the only sound in the air the faint traces of laughter and loud cheers from inside the Fort. She was almost out of time.

She crouched to the ground as the soldier drew closer to her corner, reaching toward the strap around her thigh for her knife.

The soldier stopped a breath away from her spot in the shadows.

Esha grabbed a stone and chucked it far behind him, away from the door. He started and turned, looking at the stone with bewilderment.

A small movement, but the distraction she needed. Esha lunged out of the shadows, smashing the hilt of her knife into the back of his head. He groaned and caught her arm, her bad one. She winced in pain but moved to hit again as he aimed his fist at her stomach. But he hesitated when he locked eyes with her.

Good.

She clocked him in the head and then kicked him in the kidney for good measure. He tumbled over, but as he fell he grasped her ankle, pulling her with him. She fell with a grunt and fury rose in her chest. Esha gripped the hilt of her knife as she kicked him.

One slice and he would be dead.

The thought beckoned at Esha, but she chose stealth over bloodthirst. She grabbed a stone nearby, swinging it at the soldier’s head to knock him unconscious.

If he never woke up, it would be the will of the gods. She had given him a chance.

Esha scrambled to her feet and tugged the unlucky soldier toward the Fort. He was heavy, and she huffed as she pulled him upright against the stone wall. She took the flask of liquor at his hip and dumped its contents on his head. She hoped anyone who found him would simply smell the pungent scent of alcohol and think no more of it.

Esha stared at him, and to be sure, slapped his cheek once, hard. Nothing.

Her hands ached, but Esha didn’t stop to wrap them and ran to the entrance. She followed through the motions and this time, the door opened.

Esha fell against it in a moment of gratitude, her palms flat, her forehead welcoming the cool touch of the smooth red stone.

With careful precision Esha pushed into the darkness of the Fort, taking care to move quieter than the wind and not let a single sound escape. She had left enough of a mess already.

She was in.

Esha slipped into the general’s room as the soldiers streamed out for midnight exercises below. She had almost been caught a few times, having taken a wrong staircase or two, but her memory of the palace—now turned fort—kept her from getting too lost. At last, she reached the highest floor of the Blood Fort, a towering spire that rose into the sky.

The general would be in his room, alone. Her contact had told her that the midnight trainings were run by the commander, as the general liked to turn in and rise early.

Esha readied her whip, imagining how she would sneak into the room and wrap the thin metal end around his neck as he slept. It would be a quick death, though he didn’t deserve one, and she would recover the report before escaping. She could see it so clearly.

Her breath hitched as she took her first step, anticipation buzzing in her veins. She had spent years imagining this moment, the elation and relief she’d feel when the deed was done.

She had reached the top of the staircase now. No light flickered in his room.

It was silent.

Too silent. She put a hand against the door and it shifted; it was open already.

Within seconds, Esha had her knives drawn and her back to the stone wall.

What was going on? The general wouldn’t have left the door open himself—she had been prepared to pick it with a special-made pin, forged for this mission. Esha thought about sprinting back down the steps, but steeled her heart. She hadn’t come all this way for nothing.

If there was someone in there, she would simply kill them and the general.

She pushed the door with the toe of her sandal. It swung open without a sound. Only the light from the moon illuminated what had once been the queen of Jansa’s bedroom, a faint smell of ash floating through the space. Esha moved as quietly as she could as she surveyed the room. It was sparse, uncluttered. There was no adornment past the bare necessities—a jute rug, a fireplace, and a dark wood desk. Weapons lined the wall across from the fireplace.

“Have you come to kill me as well?” A low voice rumbled like gravel from the bed.

Esha’s heartbeat stuttered. The general’s voice was a strained whisper as his eyes opened and he lifted a hand from his stomach. Blood dripped down his fingers, into the wound that pierced his stomach.

Moon Lord’s mercy. Someone had gotten here first.

She lunged into action, pushing away the shock and fear that coursed through her at the realization. She needed to leave now. The general looked weak and pale, his wound minutes old. He had lost a lot of blood by the look of his red-stained sheets.

Someone had wanted him to suffer. Or to leave him alive long enough for her to find him. Did the murderer know she was coming? Did they know about the report?

Esha sprinted over to the open windows, looking out over the thin curtains. It was too high up for a drop and there was no indication of ropes tied to the windows.

“Wait. End it. Please.”

Esha whirled around, fury now overtaking her fear. She moved to his bed, her knife out.

“Why. Why in the name of the sun and the moon should I, after all you’ve done? How can you claim mercy as your right?” Her voice was rough, low, infused with hatred and years of pain.

Recognition alighted in his eyes. “You’re not one of them. You’re one of the Dharkan rebels, those Crescent Blades. What is it you say in your land? We’re all the Mother’s creation. We’re all—”

“How dare you—”

“We’re all flawed. We all deserve mercy. Right?”

“So did hundreds of innocent Dharkans. So did the soldiers you captured and tortured for simply fulfilling their duty. And especially after what you did in Sundara to those civilians . . .”

“Vardaan and I, we had grand dreams. Better dreams.”

Esha recoiled at the name of the Pretender King, Vardaan Himyad, the one who had led the coup and now ruled Jansa. “But it was war—” he continued.

“It was a coup. Why am I even letting you speak? I should cut the tongue from your throat, General,” she said, her voice acid.

She moved to leave but whirled back around, incensed. That this man, even when at Death’s doorstep, could act so righteous. The general tried to sit up but fell back with heavy breaths.

Esha’s fingers clenched into a fist. “You controlled the fabled armies of Jansa. What more could you have wanted? Was your greed worth it?”

“Was it greed? Or conviction? After the War in the North . . .” He seemed to be considering it, a man who realized he had but a short time to think on his life.

Esha had run out of patience. She was pulling closer, ready to slit his throat in the former bedroom of the queen he had murdered, when she spotted it.

Under the bed, to the side, was a replica of one of her whips, identical to the one strapped to her hip. Her mind leaped to action even as her hand froze.

A trap?

She grabbed at the rug underneath the whip and tugged. It rolled over, no wire or weapon tied to it. She bent to examine it, tamping down on the fear that had bubbled back up. The heft was all wrong, and the metal was different, but it looked the same as the weapon in her hand, snakes emblazoned on the handle. It was an exact replica of her whips, the weapons that characterized her as the Viper, the ones she had custom made for her by one of the rebels’ top blacksmiths. Her whips were one of a kind.

Someone was trying to frame her.

“I knew I would never have a peaceful death,” he said, staring at her as if he knew she only moved closer to his bed to guarantee his death. Another shaky breath, a weak tremor in the body of the once-powerful, all-knowing general. He pushed the hand against his wound tighter, screwing his eyes shut.

“You gave that up long ago.” Esha took a shaky breath. “Who was it?”

“Does it matter? Does any of it matter now?”

She wanted to slap him. “You’re leaving this world having ruined the janma bond with the land, our one gift from the gods. Everything matters. You have the chance to save people.”

“Vardaan thought he could maintain the bond by himself. We were wrong, and for that, I am sorry.” He closed his eyes and coughed up blood. He grabbed on to her, his bloody fingers a cuff on her wrist. “The fireplace.”

“What of it?”

“The fireplace. And my nephew . . . ,” he whispered.

Before she could register his words, the general of the Red Fortress, her target and mission, died with one last gasping breath. Her knife was still warm in her hand, had been ready to end his life. But just as he had cheated her in life, he cheated her in death, stealing away the moment she had longed for.

Fury coursed through her veins and she wanted to shake him for taking this from her as well. Instead, she watched as life faded out of him, etching a new memory of the man who had plagued her nightmares, fueled her hatred for years. Her ghosts whispered, and she closed her eyes, letting their insistent voices wash over her.

She should be happy. The general was dead. The first pawn to be toppled as she made her way across the board toward the Pretender King, Vardaan.

It felt hollow.

Esha heard the conch shell blow again and jumped—the soldiers would come in now from their exercises.

She ran to the small fireplace situated in the corner of the room, remembering the general’s words and the report she still had to find. Was it another trap? Even if it was, there was valuable information for the rebels in this room.

A scroll had been tossed into the flames, along with a short note that was mostly burned away. Esha smothered the fire with the bottom of her sandal and picked up the note and then the scroll, hitting it against the stone floor to stop the spread of flames.

Was this the report? She hoped to the Moon Lord it was, as she was running out of time.

Something glinted in the ashes. Pain was shooting up her palm from where she had grasped the hot scroll handle, but Esha reached in to pick up the object. It was a silver pin shaped like a crescent moon, an arrow through the center.

The symbol of the Crescent Blades, the Dharkan rebel group she called her family.

No self-respecting Blade would be careless enough to leave their pin behind, Esha thought immediately.

Which meant whoever had left it had done so on purpose. Esha couldn’t fathom a reason a Blade would do such a thing, unless they had turned traitor and double agent. Or it could have been left by a new foe, someone who wanted to draw the Blades into a conflict that wasn’t theirs.

She might not be the only one being framed—whoever had been here had wanted the soldiers at the Fort to find the pin. And if they found it and tied the general’s assassination back to the Blades, Viper or no Viper, it could be the start of a full-fledged vendetta against the rebels.

Just as the cease-fire had been struck and peace was on the horizon.

It wouldn’t matter that the Blades weren’t representative of Dharka’s army or monarchy—Vardaan was known to end agreements, and lives, for more trivial reasons than the murder of his right-hand general. And right now, Dharka needed peace. If the Fort and Vardaan discovered that the Blades had a connection to the Dharkan throne . . .

A chill crept down her spine.

Esha shook her head. She couldn’t stay here any longer if she wanted to escape and get to the bottom of this. She rushed over to the general’s desk, rattling through trinkets and correspondence for any more reports. Her hand hit scrolls that were hidden in the back, in a secret compartment, and she grabbed them, shoving them into her waist sash.

Time to leave.

At the last minute, Esha took the whip replica and left her real one.

It was rash, reckless, stupid, an action colored by rage and disappointment. But whoever had done this had wanted to frame her, and if she let them think their plan was still working, if she let this story play out, she might get enough clues to find them.

To unravel who was behind this, who had killed the general before her.

Who might know her real identity.





Chapter 4

Kunal woke to a rapping sound outside his door.

He looked at the door with a sour expression. Whoever was making that noise would shortly meet his fist if they didn’t stop. The sound dissipated and Kunal sighed back into his pillow, the side of his face nestling into the rough cotton fibers. The sun had barely peeked its head over the horizon, and ribbons of orange painted the sky outside his small window.

How anyone could be up this early after last night’s festivities was a mystery to him. He hadn’t had more than a glass of rice wine after his shift—which his body thanked him for this morning. Most of his friends had imbibed significantly more, and there would be throbbing headaches and regret today, for sure.

Midnight exercises had been a nightmare, soldiers stumbling and slurring. He had avoided the talk that inevitably followed, of conquests—militaristic and personal. It soothed his conscience to know he had been able to help that girl, after so much bloodshed.

The knock sounded again and he groaned. For once, Kunal had planned on waking late—or as late as his body would allow him. Even the commander had foreseen that need and postponed any training to later in the afternoon.

The incessant knocking started up again, and with it came a few snickers. In a fluid movement, Kunal threw his knife, which was always within reach, toward the door. It thudded into the thick rosewood and the noise ceased, besides a small yelp of surprise.

Kunal smiled into his pillow.

A string of curses came from outside the door, and Kunal smothered laughter as he recognized the voices. He was friendly with everyone in the Fort, but Alok and Laksh, the unfortunate souls outside, were the two Kunal considered to be true friends. Kunal kept his eyes shut, face resting on his forearms as he listened to his friends’ movements outside the door.

A grumble and more curses, a rustle and a firm knock.

“Yes?”

“Get up, you lazy cow,” Alok shouted.

When Kunal didn’t respond, they banged on the door again. Vulgar shouts of complaint arose from the other soldiers’ rooms outside.

Kunal groaned. His body was so used to waking with the sun that nothing could change it. But without the intrusion from his friends, he could’ve happily languished in bed awake, letting thoughts of chestnut eyes and thick, dark curls fill his mind.

Now he would have to get up, if only to save Alok from starting another brawl and landing in irons for the evening. Laksh would let it happen, chuckling as he watched, unwilling to interfere. Typically, Alok brought levity to their friendship and Laksh was the scales, balancing Alok’s moments of ridiculousness with Kunal’s tendency toward rigidity. But Laksh enjoyed watching them butt heads, only coming in at the end, if at all.

So, Kunal pulled himself out of bed and wrapped his dhoti around his waist on his way to the door. He swung it open just as Alok moved to ram it and Alok fell to the floor in a sprawl. He sprang up and dusted himself off while rubbing his shoulder, eyeing everything with round eyes. Laksh strolled in after, rolling his eyes.

Kunal said nothing, watching them both with faint amusement as he leaned against the door.

Alok gave him a dirty look. “What were you doing? Curling your hair?”

“I was sleeping. As is everyone else in the Fort,” Kunal said.

Alok’s brow furrowed, his frown deepening. “You were also the only one who didn’t have extraordinarily too much to drink. I would’ve expected you to already be down in the sparring yard.”

“Getting soft?” Laksh said, leaning his lanky frame against the wall. “No longer aiming to be the best at the Fort, making us all look bad?”

“One day. I ask for one day to lounge in my bed,” Kunal said.

“Well, I wish I were lucky enough to be General Hotha’s nephew, then I’d have a bed and not a hard cot. You didn’t get where you are by sleeping in,” Alok replied. He pointed to Kunal’s jeweled armband resting on the shelf. “You didn’t get promoted into the Senap Guard by doing that.”

Alok poked his head into the hall to yell at a nearby door, “Unlike you, Rakesh! You got exactly where you are by sleeping in and being useless. Nowhere!” He turned back to Kunal with a satisfied grin.

Kunal shook his head at him.

“Rakesh will make you pay for that later, you know,” Laksh said, his mouth a wry twist.

“Yup, I’m fully aware,” Alok said. “It’s worth it.”

“Is it?” Kunal’s question ended up being rhetorical as Alok spun past him and Laksh.

Alok looked around in assessment of the room. “Sparse. Boring. Kind of like you.” He moved to the shelf on the side of the room, picking up a paintbrush and Kunal’s small marble miniature of the capital city of Gwali, which he tapped on its smooth bottom.

“Haven’t done much with it yet, have you?” said Laksh.

Kunal had moved into this small room, which was barely more than four corners and a bed, only a week prior. Most soldiers bunked together in the rooms below, set up by regiment and squadron. The room was his first taste of power and privacy as a newly promoted Senap guard, one of the elite warrior squadrons of Jansa. Trained as hunters and deadly fighters, Senaps ran the king’s most important missions and acted as his palace guard in Gwali. His training had been intense—physically and mentally.

He had yet to be officially promoted or know where he’d be posted, but his uncle had fought for him to get this room. He’d said that after all the years of strict training and difficult missions to become a Senap, he deserved a bit of a reward.

It was a rare moment of pride and affection for his nephew, and Kunal hadn’t forgotten it. It was their conversation after that that hadn’t been so pleasant.

Alok tossed the marble miniature up in the air and Kunal lunged forward, just as the miniature landed back safely in Alok’s hand. Laksh looked up, hiding a snort at Kunal’s face.

Kunal wondered, not for the first time, if Alok had a death wish or if he simply wasn’t disciplined enough as a child.

“Did you come in here simply to insult my room?”

“No, that was a happy benefit. I wanted to take advantage of the fact that no one will be in the training courts. Maybe get in a round or two. You could show us that shield trick of yours?” His words had a studied nonchalance, but Kunal could see his fingers tapping on the sheath of his sword. “Your room really is a bore. Can’t you at least get some jute mats or a small silk tapestry, maybe of the mountains?”

Kunal pretended a frown, which seemed more appropriate with the continuous stream of insults being thrown his way. Alok wasn’t good at asking for help, preferring to bluster rather than let anyone in. The fact that he was asking was groundbreaking in and of itself.

“You think you could handle it? I don’t know. I think you’d need to be leaner here”—Kunal punched Alok lightly in the gut—“and stronger here”—a swift slap to his biceps—“to really master the move. But I guess I could show you.” Alok punched him back in the shoulder.

“Try me on for size, you cow.”

“What is with you and calling everyone a cow today? Have you even seen one?” Laksh said, a note of exasperation in his voice as he watched the two of them.

“Yes. I grew up in the north, you dull ox. Close to the Aifora Pass.”

“I didn’t know you lived all the way up there. Did you ever meet any of the Yavar clansmen in the north?” Laksh asked.

“No. Definitely not. Things have been tense since the War in the North, even though that was thirty years ago. Not sure I’d want to come face-to-face with one of their horsemen, even now. I pray they never turn their eye south again.”

Kunal laughed. “Maybe you can take us one day.”

“That’s a great idea. You know I used to have a sweetheart up there?” Alok stared off into the distance, looking forlorn, but Kunal and Laksh laughed. Alok frowned.

“Yes, true love as a child,” Laksh muttered, rolling his eyes.

“It was.” Alok tried to look offended. “Now I’m stuck here. Being part of the powerful ‘Blood Fort’ should make us irresistible to any girl, but there are none within an acre now that we’re no longer on campaign.”

Kunal resisted the urge to snort. He was sure girls valued many things higher than armor on a man.

“A tragedy,” Kunal said, forgoing the cuirass. It had been made for him, molded to his body like a second skin, but most of the soldiers trained bare-chested anyway. It wasn’t as humid down near the sea as in the rest of Jansa, but a few hours in the sun would get the training courtyard hot enough.

Alok snorted. “A tragedy for you too. You’d have had a swarm of sweethearts.” Kunal heard him mutter how that might have helped him out as well.

Kunal rolled his eyes and fished around for his waist sash, tying it tightly over his pants. Alok turned toward him.

“Took you long enough. Let’s go, lazybones.”

It had been a punishing round of training.

Alok had picked up the shield trick within minutes and used it repeatedly on Kunal’s exposed sword arm side, pounding down like a battering ram.

Kunal rotated his arm in the socket, loosening the already stiffening muscles as they left the training courtyard and made their way to the mess hall on the main level. Laksh had stayed behind to sharpen his weapons, leaving Alok and Kunal to trudge up to the dining hall.

They had gotten sparring time without any disturbances from others, a rarity in the overcrowded and overmasculine Fort. The cease-fire was a new reality, as was obvious by the uncertain faces of the soldiers who milled about the main courtyard.

Would this cease-fire hold? Would this lead to a real truce, to true peace? Or would their king simply turn his eyes to the western borders?

Kunal had less to worry about. His recent promotion into the Senap Guard gave him the possibility of being restationed to Gwali. That would mean less time on the front lines of the king’s expansion campaigns. He had never loved war anyway.

The Fort housed three of the four regiments of the Jansan army—the elephanteers, cavalry, and charioteers. Most of the Fort soldiers spent their time on the front battle lines, leading the charge with war elephants and the elegant chariot formations they practiced endlessly. It was the infantry who maintained order and justice throughout the land. Without war, many of these soldiers would have to find new roles.

From what he had overheard from his uncle, there was a good chance for peace. Dharka’s troops had been decimated after the most recent battle at Sundara, which had been a great victory for the Jansans, and they were looking for an end to the conflict. And for some reason, King Vardaan also seemed committed to peace this time around. Perhaps he had finally tired of war against his brother or was working to secure a new alliance or trade partnership with the west.

“I wonder if there will be training today,” Alok said, breaking into his musings. “If there is, you’ll have a rough go at it, won’t you, Kunal? Eh?” He waggled his eyebrows as Kunal grimaced.

The deep purple bruise spreading over his chest made Kunal wince with every breath. If this was what friendship was, perhaps he had enough friends.

Alok’s happiness at having mastered the feinting move hadn’t faded, and he was yammering on about the different battle potentials for the trick. That at least brought a smile to Kunal’s face. Alok would wiggle away if he ever voiced it, but Kunal thought of Alok and Laksh as brothers of a sort. Their success was his own.

They trudged up the steep incline of the outer ramp that led to the main level, their bellies rumbling, when a soldier yelled down at them. Kunal waved up in greeting as they climbed. The soldier came into view, wearing the thick, jeweled armband of a Senap guard, and Kunal greeted him with four fingers to his chest.

“Saran. Glad to see you up and awake.”

“Barely,” Saran said with a grin. Kunal grinned back as Alok joined them.

“You look better than I would have imagined after last night,” Alok said.

Kunal shot him an admonishing look. Nine years at the Fort and Alok still had trouble knowing when to keep his mouth shut. Kunal knew the Fort hadn’t been Alok’s first choice of home—or Laksh’s. The draft had claimed them, as his uncle had claimed Kunal.

Saran was different—the descendant of career soldiers from one of the lower noble houses who had come to power under King Vardaan. He had been born and bred for this, his entire life built around the Fort, and with that came power. A few words, and he could make Alok’s life miserable.

Thankfully, he laughed. “We’ll all look a bit worse for the wear today. We did reach a cease-fire last night, soldier,” Saran said, holding a hand to his head. The wine had clearly had its way with him. “Means the Dharkans understand they are no match for us. Our might will win.”

Kunal nodded, as was required of him. That was the basic gist of what they believed at the Fort. Kunal could recite the story of the Fort’s rise by heart, as clearly as their Rules of Order.

He could hear his uncle’s voice behind his words, steel and smoke.

A decade ago, Jansa had been weak under Queen Shilpa and the other Samyad queens, open to threats and obedient where they should have been dominant. Conceding instead of conquering during the War in the North thirty years ago. Vardaan taking rule was the natural order of things, as might would always win. His Himyad blood, the blood of kings, and prowess as a military adviser made him a natural choice for a leader. The rightful ruler over the weak Samyad queendom.

Since then, Jansa had been ruled by martial law, city councils and courts had been dismantled, and it had become illegal for large groups of people to gather. Before, the differences between the cultures of Jansa and Dharka—Jansa’s commitment to honor, Dharka’s love of mercy—were celebrated as two halves of a whole. But Vardaan’s rhetoric changed Jansa after the coup, drawing the nobility and upper class into the idea of regaining their honor through might. Now Dharka’s mercy was seen as a weakness.

He had never agreed with that, no matter how many times his uncle had made him recite the Rules of Order or King Vardaan’s new edicts. But Kunal could never voice that here.

Kunal slipped back into the conversation as they finished discussing the feast last night and who owed who a new sword after the games of dice.

“I’m glad for the cease-fire, truly, but I’m already itching for something to do after our victory at Sundara. Our Senap squadron was just given orders and I hear we’re going to the coast,” said Saran, before turning to Kunal. “I’m excited to welcome you to our brotherhood, Kunal.”

Kunal bowed his head in thanks, four fingers to his chest, and Saran responded in kind.

“The coast?” Laksh said, appearing from behind Saran. “That’s a terrific assignment. I’d wrestle you for it if I didn’t think the commander would miss me.”

“It’s a terrible assignment, just manhandling smugglers and the odd bandit, I bet,” Saran said. “We haven’t even been told what our mission is yet.”

“It won’t be so bad. You’ll have the beauty of the ocean nearby, and you can visit the old temple ruins, full of exquisite stonework and mosaic tiles. And the food. The jalebis.” Kunal looked up toward the skies, and the Sun Maiden, at the thought of the syrupy fried dough. “If you’re looking for a taste of divine nectar, jalebis are as close as you’ll get.”

Alok and Laksh exchanged eye rolls, having heard this many times from him.

Saran laughed, slapping Kunal on the shoulder. “You always have the most interesting way of saying things, Kunal. We should name you the poet of the Fort.”

Kunal flushed, unsure of what to say, but Laksh cut in. “There are also plenty of gambling houses and an underground fighting ring.” At that Saran’s face lit up, and he and Laksh walked ahead, deep in discussion about the gambling scene up the coast.

They crossed the sun-worn stones of the open courtyard and were about to turn in to the residence wing where the dining halls were when Alok’s hand shot out to stop Kunal.

Kunal’s head went up in an instant, his hand at his knife.

He scanned the area. No immediate threat. Kunal relaxed his posture and followed Alok’s gaze.

They hadn’t noticed the soldier in irons, slumped against the sandstone in the shadows. It was common to be slapped in irons for punishment, a way to teach soldiers a lesson and make them stronger.

Kunal shook his head at Alok and moved to keep walking. He recoiled in the next instant, understanding Alok’s shock.

The soldier was dead. Kunal’s heart sank when he realized that he recognized him.

It was Udit, the young recruit who was born in the southwest of the Varulok region, like him. Only a week ago they had spent a meal reminiscing about their favorite childhood games in the tea plantations that covered the hills of Varulok.

His chest constricted, and he felt that familiar tug of frustration at his heart. What infraction could have possibly deserved this? His body out in the heat, uncovered.

“It’s not right,” Alok whispered, echoing the thoughts Kunal refused to speak. “Why wasn’t his body cleaned, readied for the pyre?”

Kunal steadied his shaking hand, breathing in and out in the way Uncle Setu had taught him to master his emotions. Control.

“There must be a reason,” he said, his voice now even. He looked away sharply from Udit. “He must have broken the Rules of Order. Or worse.”

“Would that be a reason to disgrace his soul?” Alok asked, looking sidelong at Kunal.

“Alok,” Kunal said, his voice a whisper. The Fort was always listening; many of the servants, and even soldiers, reported any hint of dissent directly to his uncle. “That is what happens when you break the rules.” Kunal spoke fast, rushing his words.

“He was a boy, young and inexperienced,” Alok whispered back. “They’ve branded him a traitor by leaving his body out like that.”

“He is a soldier, first and foremost. We both know there can be no exceptions to the rules. And what if he was a traitor?”

“Remember the last time someone was labeled a traitor? How an innocent boy died? The commander went off the word of the accuser instead of allowing a proper trial.”

Kunal remembered. It had happened only a few moons ago. He couldn’t even recall the soldier’s defense now, only the accusation. It had been wrong of the commander to mete out justice without a trial.

“I’m sure the general was just following the rules.”

“But if the rules don’t make sense?”

“Not this again.” Kunal shook his head, feeling his hands clench. “If you want to survive at the Fort, you’ve got to uphold your duty, and that is to follow orders.”

It’s not worth disobeying.

Kunal had learned that early on in his ten years at the Fort. He had the scars to show.

This conversation was one that had been happening more frequently over the past couple of moons, which worried Kunal. If Alok stuck his neck out too much, it might mean more than a beating.

Alok’s nostrils flared, his eyes lighting up in a way that told Kunal he was ready to fight. Kunal grabbed him and dragged him up the ramp, away from Udit’s body and prying ears.

“Alok, don’t be stupid. You think things will change just like that?”

Alok only glared at him and walked away.

Kunal pressed the heels of his palms into his temples. Despite his harsh words, he felt the same as Alok.

Control.

The general wouldn’t have condoned this—would he? He resolved to find out.

Kunal closed his eyes and released his held breath as he reached the top of the spiraling stairs, willing his heart to stop thudding.

Every time.

Even now, the thought of facing Uncle Setu sent a shiver of nerves down his spine. He was certainly stronger, taller, more experienced than when he had first come to the Fort at the age of eight—but facing this door always brought back memories of the first time he had seen the menacing height of the Fort above him. His new home.

Kunal ran through his arguments, knowing heated words wouldn’t win over General Setu Hotha of the Red Fortress. Uncle Setu appreciated logic and reason, so Kunal would remind his uncle of the noble houses, like House Rusala, and the textile merchants still bitter about the conscription. Leaving their sons’ bodies unconsecrated wouldn’t help that.

He sighed, unsure if his words would make any difference. But something stirred him to try after talking with Alok, even if he ended up in irons himself.

When he reached the door of his uncle’s room
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