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For their love was not a light, but a dusk. Not darkness, but twilight.

—FROM THE TALES OF NARAN AND NARIA
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Chapter 1

Esha was in charge of this great, big, quiet palace. She turned the corner out of the throne room, the light tinkling of her anklet bells echoing across marble tiles.

The palace had become a makeshift home for those alive after the coup at the Winner’s Ball. The Blades had taken over the western wing with the Scales, an uneasy peace settling between them. The Senaps who still resisted, well, the palace had become a prison for them.

And she was here.

Tasked with making sure everything didn’t crumble down around them.

King Mahir had left to protect Dharka, Harun was captured, Vardaan had disappeared in the jungle beyond, and Kunal had betrayed them and fled with Reha.

It was a wonder that anything had gone right since then. The one bright spot was that the citizens outside believed the story they had woven and spread through the streets. The city was placated, at least for now.

She reached the open balustrade of the main hall and looked out into the fading red of the sunrise.

The drought had finally reached Gwali. Fishermen who would’ve risen at dawn and gone to the river now blocked the streets that went west to the ocean. Fights had broken out between deep ocean trappers and river fishermen. Only yesterday she had arbitrated a disagreement, feeding them false promises that things would be better soon. As for the merchants and food sellers, they were no better off. Many had reduced their wares and the shipments they had started from Jansa were slow and far between.

People were suffering.

A rustle at the door caught Esha’s attention. A short man with a long mustache stood in the entrance looking curiously at her, and then beyond her.

Alok had appeared in the side entrance, talking in hushed tones with a younger Blade as he walked. His curls had grown out, framing his face in waves that would’ve made many a noble lady jealous. Esha patted her own mess of curls, trying to remember the last time she had brushed her hair. The man by the entrance perked up and waved a hand at Alok, who looked perplexed but smiled in return.

It was amusing to watch, but she had no patience for the man’s incompetence in identifying the person he had come to meet. She had little patience these past few weeks since they had taken over the palace from Vardaan.

Esha swept around the staircase and walked into full view. If the man knew what was good for him he’d notice her now. He had been summoned to the palace to meet with Princess Reha, after all. The man threw her the breadcrumbs of a glance before he turned back to Alok—the only potential for power in the room, apparently.

Perhaps he believed the princess too busy to deign to be involved in these matters. The note the man received had been signed by a Lord Mayank, which might be cause for his confusion. But that was probably too generous to assume. The short man walked over to Alok, who wrapped things up with the Blade and dismissed her with a nod of his head.

The man bowed low.

“I received your note, your excellency.”

“My note?”

“A bit late, but I rushed over here. I have heard news. And I came to the palace straightaway when I heard of it. I received the summons just as I was leaving my house.” His words had an oily taste. The man straightened and faced Alok with a slippery smile. “But it was hard to come by, terribly difficult. And I have people to take care of in my guild, especially with the drought fast approaching.”

Esha suppressed a laugh. He didn’t even bother to play the game. Another setting and she may have even admired the man’s gall.

“Are you . . . asking to be compensated?” Alok said. “For information that could save the city?”

“Oh no, my lord. I would never ask for that. But a little help would be welcome,” the man said.

This was where Esha should step in, but she felt compelled to stay back, keep watching.

The citizens of Gwali had believed their story, that the Yavar had attempted to invade the palace, that Princess Reha had defended them by alerting the Senaps to the attempted insurgence. That Vardaan abdicated in her favor out of gratitude. Most of the citizens were loyal, but there would always be a few who would be eager to take advantage of the turmoil that always followed a change in power. A strong story made that more difficult.

Alok gave him an absentminded nod and Guildsman Gugil’s grin was unmistakable. The guildsman had yet to understand that Alok gave that nod to just about everything, mostly to stall a decision. To Esha, it was a fatal flaw. A good businessperson must always know where the power lay in a room, and if he didn’t, it was his duty to figure it out.

Pity for his guild. Esha knew now with certainty why they were in such dire straits.

“I’ll have to ask our leader, of course,” Alok said, drawing out the words and casting a look about.

Esha emerged from the shadows like a wraith. The man jumped back. But then he peered closer and, seeing a woman, seemed to decide she was no threat. His mask of deference dropped and there was an upturned slant to his mouth, a gleam in his eye. He turned his back on Esha.

Bad move. Her hand went to the whips she now wore on her waist sash.

“Of course, your excellency. But aren’t you the leader now, Lord Mayank? I got a note from you.”

“Oh no,” Alok said, laughing. “I’m not the leader of anything, unless it’s how to get the chef to make more of those fluffy rice cakes. Our leader’s behind you.”

Esha enjoyed this part, where they turned and looked at her with new eyes. When they realized that she had the power, they transformed. Most men were smart enough to change tactics, accept the new norm. A few were still unwilling to see her, a woman, as the one to make a deal with. Their idea of a princess, of a woman, wasn’t that of a leader.

Perhaps they had bought into the rhetoric Vardaan had spread; perhaps they had always held such beliefs in their hearts. Hard to tell and Esha did not care. Those men were difficult, but Esha had found a way to deal with them.

Esha clutched the ruby-encrusted hilt of the sword she now wore, the darkened eagle sigil apparent from the way she wore it. Vardaan’s old sword.

Anyone worth their salt recognized it and bowed.

The man was not worth anything, as evidenced by his reaction. His eyes narrowed and his mouth turned cruel.

“Is this a joke? Or a test?” The man whirled back around to face Alok.

“Why would we do that, good man?” Alok asked, his confusion genuine. He was still learning this world of shadows and deals. Every emotion of his played across his face.

“Why indeed? I’ve been the picture of grace. I came here and I offered—”

“You got a summons from the palace to offer the information we need, the dire information your own country needs, on a condition. You asked for an exchange, a payment, a bribe, of sorts,” Esha said. “Not really the picture of grace, Soham Gugil.”

“I am Guildsman Gugil,” he said, puffing his chest up. “I was asked to come as a representative.”

“You were asked to come because I heard you have information that is vital to the security of Jansa. Now if you do, I’ll consider not throwing you into the dungeons. If you don’t, well, you’re testing my last bit of patience.”

Alok cringed. Esha liked Alok, truly liked him and enjoyed his company, but he was more like Kunal, more like that soldier, than not. There was no room for softness in this game.

“But I heard the princess was no more than a useless fop—”

Alok groaned. “Oh no.”

Esha raised a hand and casually snapped two fingers. Two Blades dressed in the armor of the Senaps, painted Crescent silver now, ran up to her side. “We have another resident for the dungeons.”

The two Blades each grabbed an arm of Guildsman Gugil, whose eyes threatened to bug out of his face. He finally realized his mistake, but Esha was already finished with their conversation.

“I have it, the information!” he said.

“Good. I’ll come visit you later and you can tell me all about it,” Esha said sweetly, walking up to the guildsman. She ran a finger down the side of his face. He’d already started sweating. Why were the ones who blustered the most always the first to break? “Until then, you can spend some quality time alone with your thoughts.”

“But my guild—”

Esha grabbed the man’s chin and locked eyes with him. The disbelief that had turned into anger was now shifting into worry and confusion. He didn’t know where to put her.

She liked it that way.

“Your guild will be taken care of. I do not punish people for the stupidity of their leaders. I’ll send some Blades to your guild this afternoon to assess what they need,” she said. “If it’s dire enough that you’d trade this information for help, then you should’ve come to us days ago.”

She let go of his face and wiped her hands on her waist sash, taking care not to mess up the delicate fabric of her peacock-blue silk sari. The Blades hefted him away, and the guildsman at least had the presence of mind not to scream the entire way, unlike some of the others. He did shout a bit, though.

Esha turned toward Alok, who was shaking his head at her.

“Another one? You can’t keep them all in the dungeons.”

She sighed and lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Not this again, Alok. You know it’s just to scare them. They won’t accept me as a leader if I’m kind. As a woman, I have to be more ruthless, inspire more fear, engender more respect. I’m setting up a country for Reha. When she returns, she has a country to rule and a city that believes in her power. It’s enough that there are wild stories going around the city.”

“Yes, I know, but—”

“What is the ‘but,’ then? Did the general not do worse, to his own soldiers?” she said, exasperated. She was tiring of having this conversation. Would Alok be protesting if she wasn’t a woman?

“I understand what you’re doing, even why. But it’s a dangerous precedent to set,” he said quietly.

“And I’m aware of that. I only keep them in the dungeons for a day,” she said. “But might is still right to these men, and until I show my might, I cannot accomplish what we want to. I won’t be able to find Vardaan, rescue Harun, save us from this drought.”

She heard the way her voice caught and Alok gave her a soft look. He had heard it too.

“And Kunal?” he ventured.

Instantly, a vise squeezed her heart, stopping her breath for one aching moment. She hated hearing his name. Hated what it did to her.

“The soldier is none of my concern.”

“But Reha?”

“Bhandu is on their trail. He’s still sending regular reports. We have a few days until the solstice,” she said.

Alok’s shoulders sagged. “One piece of good news. If Kunal is able to renew the bond with Reha, it will be one less thing to worry about.”

“If the soldier is able to do that, we will still have a fracturing country, a loose tyrant of a king who will come back for his throne, and”—Esha swallowed roughly—“and we will still have to find my friend Harun. My prince. Before the Yavar realize we have renewed the bond or are close to it. Who knows what they’ll do to him if that’s the case.”

Alok’s face turned ashen, and he nodded. “I know. I’m just trying to look on the bright side.”

Esha smiled. “It’s why I keep you around. How’s Farhan’s research going?”

Alok returned the smile, but it was for a different reason. One that had more to do with the boy than the research. “It’s going well, I think. It’s hard to tell. Sometimes he’s close to tearing out his hair and others he seems absolutely absorbed in the work. But I’m sure we’ll find what we’re looking for.”

“Good.”

“About Harun,” he said slowly, carefully. “I might have a lead.”

“Two leads in one day?” she said.

“If it’s any good.” Alok’s voice was cautious, but Esha had already begun to move, signaling at some of the Blades nearby to join them.

“Any lead is a good lead, Alok.”

He looked hesitant. “And what about any leads about Kunal?”

The smile left her face. “Send those to Bhandu and Aahal. I want no part of that unless it’s directly related to Reha.”

“Esha . . .” Alok tried to reach out a hand to her but thought better of it and saluted instead. “I’ll be back in a few hours, hopefully with some answers.”

“My favorite words,” Esha said drily.

Alok and two Blades walked out of the room, leaving Esha in the towering, cavernous hall. She sagged against the staircase as soon as they turned the corner, their footsteps echoing behind them.

If only Harun was here. But he was gone. Stolen. And she was alone, trying to figure out how to lead the Blades, and the country, by herself.

She let it all drop from her shoulders for a moment, all the burden of power and leadership, and her entire body quaked. She slid onto one of the stairs and leaned her head against the cold marble railing.

One step at a time.

Esha would solve this, one step at a time.
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Chapter 2

The harsh wind of the mountains buffeted Kunal as he pushed forward. The rock underneath him was scraggly with no place for a proper foothold, let alone any room to stand and rest. Earlier on in their trip they had been able to change between flying and walking but not anymore. Not since Reha had started shifting uncontrollably.

In the beginning, it was the slightest thing. Claws sprouting from her fingertips when they had stopped to get more rations from a market, her wings shortening as they flew over the low hills of the northern region of Jansa.

But then she had stopped shifting and started doing something else entirely. Kunal glanced over at her shivering form as she carefully picked her way over the rocks. Her feet were now made of hooves, like a mountain goat’s, her body adapting to the latest environment.

It had been like this since they had hit the Aifora Mountains. At first she had shifted into a feline without her knowledge. Kunal had assumed she’d shift into a jungle lion, as was customary to her Himyad blood, but instead, she had become a snow leopard. It was as if the first change in the climate had triggered something in her that cast aside both her Himyad and Samyad blood.

Since then, she hadn’t stopped shifting, no matter what exercises or breath training that Kunal did with her. Reha was handling it better than he might’ve, but he wasn’t oblivious to the distress that lurked in her gaze. They had both realized Kunal’s knowledge had reached its natural limit. He was unable to help her.

Kunal grunted under the thick wool uttariya that was wrapped around his face, nudging Reha and pointing toward a flat area of the mountain pass. Reha followed behind him, and they pulled into the small crevice tucked into the side of the rock. If nothing else, it gave them a short respite from the steadily falling snow, which blanketed the slate gray landscape in a light, ethereal white. Kunal reached a hand out and let a snowflake melt on his fingertip, marveling at the intricate beauty of it, the whorls of ice and spirals of silver embedded in each.

Snow at this time of year. Kunal had heard of it, but to see it in person . . . He felt a smile curl at the edges of his face. He imagined Esha’s look when he told her that he actually—

The smile faded as reality hit him. He swallowed hard and turned to Reha.

“We’re only a half day away by my estimate.” His voice was muffled, but Reha nodded.

“We’ve made good time,” she said.

“Your new modifications have helped. Helped us find food back on the mountain pass.”

“Oh yes, I’m so enjoying being in a new animal body with new desires every day. Really invigorating,” she said.

Kunal couldn’t help but chuckle. He was learning that Reha, despite everything that had happened to her these past few weeks, had a good sense of humor about her. He wasn’t sure that if he was in her position—discovered that she was a royal and her family was alive, that she could never return to the Scales, that she was the only key to saving the land, and now, that she could barely hold on to her human form—he would be quite so levelheaded about it all.

“The breathing techniques you showed me are helping,” she offered.

“I’m glad to hear that.” Kunal tugged out their dwindling ration supply and handed her a dried fig. She started nibbling on it, her mind elsewhere.

“I just wish I could control it. Understand it. If we go by what the physical evidence indicates, my mixed blood doesn’t just give me the ability to shift into a Himyad lion or a Samyad eagle but into any animal.”

Kunal would’ve been terrified by the realization. Reha only seemed intrigued.

“Or it could be because we’re approaching Mount Bangaar,” Kunal said. “It’s known to be the birthplace of magic and where the gods used to reside. It could be causing unknown changes in your body.”

“Your powers haven’t changed.”

“They have become a bit sharper,” Kunal admitted. “For example, I can sense there are two hares about half a league away from us, under the rock. It could be hitting you harder because you only just started controlling your shifts.”

Reha peered up at the mountain peak looming above them. “Maybe it is the mountain. We are about to pass through the Golden Mist.”

Kunal glanced up at the fading sky. Above, a few leagues ahead, a brilliant copper-and-gold haze perched upon the top of the mountain, beckoning at them. The Golden Mist. It was rumored to be the birthplace of the spirits, once the home of the gods. Many a story he had been told as a child had started in those hazy peaks.

Reha continued on. “While it’s been an exciting few days, I’d like some semblance of control over my body.”

Kunal sighed. “If it’s the mountain, it’ll get worse before it gets better. But we might find some answers in the temple.”

“Sanapat Temple,” Reha said softly, her eyes lighting up. “I read about it as a child. Carved into the mountain itself.”

It was the temple that the royals traveled to every year for the renewal ritual of the janma bond. It had been over a decade since the renewal had been performed correctly, with blood from both lines. With the Samyad queens gone and the blood ritual unfulfilled, the land had begun to die. Now, with Reha’s blood, they finally had both bloodlines they needed to renew the ritual and revive the land. To save everything.

A flutter of hope, one he had been carrying close to him since Gwali, rose in his chest. This was it; this was why he had left everything behind. A chance.

An image of dancing eyes and curls appeared, and he pushed it away. It was easier to not think of Esha’s reaction, to hope for the best. That she’d understand why they had left. Kunal hadn’t had much of a choice, but there was no way she’d know that.

Reha cocked her head suddenly, and a half a second later, Kunal heard it too. He pulled the younger girl farther into the crevice. Whispers filtered through the air, and Kunal couldn’t be sure of the direction. A crunch of feet, one hundred paces away.

“We have some friends,” Reha whispered.

His heart thudded in his chest. “Three, by the sounds of it.”

“Four,” she said.

Her eyes widened. “More than four.”

“We need to keep moving, then,” he said.

Reha nodded, hefting her pack and securing her wool uttariya over her long-sleeved tunic. “Should we try to shift again?” she asked.

She bit the side of her lip, looking out to where the sound had come from. It had been only a week since they had started traveling together, but he was beginning to grow fond of his cousin. She was ruthless and she was strong. He had promised her his help when he had left with her.

“I don’t know,” Kunal admitted. “It would be the fastest way to the temple, but with your shifts the way they are. . . .”

“Kunal, cousin dearest, if we heal the cursed janma bond, maybe I will stop shifting. But then again if we don’t shift now, we could get caught here by soldiers skilled enough to have followed us up here.” She paused and gave him a tired look. “In this situation, perhaps shifting is a bit of a necessary evil, don’t you think?”

He frowned but gave in with a nod. “Fine, let’s do it. But be careful.”

“Aren’t I always?” she shot back.

It wasn’t the first time Kunal had heard that phrase. But the thought of it, and the woman who usually spoke it, made his heart constrict.

Kunal closed his eyes and thought of his tether, the song of home—bronzed skin and bright eyes, curls that tickled his nose—and matched it with the animal song of his blood.

And in seconds he was in the air, soaring behind Reha, up to the top of the Aifora Mountains.

Esha didn’t think the dungeons were as bad as Alok said.

They were quite comfortable compared to the cramped hole Esha had been tossed into at the citadel during her time there. The palace dungeons were far cleaner and larger. Even in prison, nobles were treated better than common traitors and conspirators. Still, it was a rather convenient area for her purposes now.

Esha dragged her hands over the metal bars of the open cell in front of her. A cot, sunlight, and, at least, nothing too foul smelling. Back in the dungeons of the citadel, she had realized she had to escape if she ever wanted to be able to use her arm again. To this day, her right arm wasn’t as strong as her left after her torture. She’d certainly never forgotten that.

The man she was looking for was near the end of the hall. When she arrived at the front of his cell, he jumped up.

“Master Gugil?” she said quietly. “I thought I’d come visit you again, see if you might have changed your mind.”

Gugil scrambled to his feet as much as he could. His right ankle was clamped to the ground and only let him come as far as the front of the cell. He still wore his clothes from the day before, now crumpled. Other than the dark circles under his eyes, Gugil looked fine. But perhaps a night hearing the moans of other cellmates, courtesy of Aahal, might have helped him to change his mind.

He clasped and unclasped his hands.

“My lady—I mean, Your Highness.”

Normally, Esha would object to the honorific, but she wasn’t feeling very generous this morning.

“I regret my words from yesterday.” The man cleared his throat. “I was, perhaps, a bit too hasty. I didn’t mean to give the impression that I wasn’t committed to our country’s safety. It was shock—just shock.”

“At?”

Gugil shifted uncomfortably, tripping over the chain. “I had been expecting . . . someone else.”

Esha smiled, razor sharp. “I’m sure you were. Now tell me, Master Gugil, what information do you have?”

He took in a breath, glancing nervously at her. “King Vardaan—a few of my men spotted him outside the Hara Desert, on the western border.”

She gripped the metal bars. “Was he alone?”

“No, he wasn’t.” The guildsman shifted his weight, looking uncomfortable. “The only reason my men recognized the former king was because of his shifting. There were sounds of a lion at night, unnatural sounds. A wounded animal, which is unusual for the Hara Desert. There are typically no lions in the surrounding hills, at least not for many miles. My men went to look around and one swore on his mother’s pyre that he saw the former king as he shifted back. Alongside ten or so armed men.”

Esha took a sharp breath in. “Mercenaries, probably.”

This was good news, the best news she’d had in days. She nodded at the man in front of her and motioned at one of the Blades to come over.

“Thank you, Master Gugil,” she said. “Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“No,” he said, gulping.

Only a night in a cell and he was already breaking easier than the sugar crust of her favorite mango custard. He’d never have lasted in the citadel.

“If you hear anything else, you will come straight to the palace,” Esha said to the man. She played with the hilt of the sword at her waist, and his eyes darted to the flash of steel. “And if I find out that you’ve told anyone else, I can personally guarantee that you won’t live to see the next solstice, let alone the next full moon.”

Her voice was softer than silk. “Am I clear?”

Gugil bobbed his head up and down. Esha was about to turn and leave when the man spoke up again.

“I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention it, Your Highness. The tanners’ guild also had reports of another wild feline at night by the upper hills, near one of their outposts.”

Esha was about to snap at the man that she had larger concerns than the fears of middle-aged men, when the guildsman’s words fully landed. She inhaled sharply.

“Is something the matter, Your Highness?”

Esha didn’t respond.

“See that Guildsman Gugil is taken back to his guild,” she said to the Blade at her side. There was a relieved exhalation from the cell, but Esha was already halfway out the door.

If this guildsman’s reports were true, they echoed those of a report she had skimmed last week. And two coincidences were no longer chance.

Esha picked up her sari skirt with one hand, racing up the stairs to find the others.

If she was right, and she hoped she was, they had a location.

She knew where Harun was being held.
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Chapter 3

A small puff of air floated in front of Kunal, moving in and out with his breath as he trudged up the steep incline that would take him and Reha to the top of Mount Bangaar. The royals normally took the carved-out road on the other side of the mountain, but it would be too dangerous and exposed for him and Reha.

Reha’s powers had given out about half a mile ago, after they had shaken the group that was following them. Kunal had shifted and caught her in time, forced her to take rest. She still shivered by his side, fighting as he was to get to the top of the mountain. He wanted to wrap her up in his uttariya but any coddling would earn him a glare and a verbal bite from his cousin. He’d learned that pretty quickly.

“Just a bit farther,” he said.

“If you say that again, I will hurt you,” she said. Sweat beaded down her forehead even in the chill, and Kunal had the distinct feeling that she was hiding from him the full physical toll of her shifts.

Kunal sighed. “I’m just trying to be encouraging.”

“Well, go be encouraging elsewhere.”

“What happened to the sunny Reha of before?”

“She didn’t fall fifty feet and almost break her neck,” she said. Reha tugged her uttariya a bit tighter, her eyes skimming over the remaining cliff they had to walk. Her now-human feet were dirtied and banged up.

“Let me shift and carry you up,” he said.

“No,” she said immediately. “I have some dignity.”

“Would you prefer your dignity over your body?”

“Are you always this self-righteous?”

Kunal quirked his mouth. “Yes, I think I am. At least, according to Alok and Esha.”

Reha didn’t notice the way his smile fell. “Tell me more about them.”

He would’ve protested, but she needed a distraction.

“Alok—he’s my best friend—and I met when I first came to the Fort. He took a chance on me when everyone else avoided the general’s nephew, the new recruit. Laksh joined our group soon after,” he said.

“Laksh?”

“We’re not friends anymore.” Kunal didn’t say anything else, and they climbed up the craggy rock for another few seconds in silence.

“Esha,” he finally said. “Ah, well, she’s a whole other story.”

“So, you were the secret lover she kept sneaking notes to? You know how much trouble I went through to get those clothes for you for the Chinarath festival?” she said.

Kunal sputtered, cold entering his mouth. “I’m not—we’re not lovers.”

“You are a horrible liar, Kunal.”

His shoulders dropped. “I’ve been told.”

“She’ll be mad, won’t she?” Reha asked, her voice quieting. “That you left? Without any explanation?”

Kunal’s heart thudded against his chest. He thought back to the notes they had sent each other, the fight they had, the words he had said when claiming he wasn’t and never wanted to be a Blade. The silence since.

“I’d be lucky if she’s only mad. No, I think it will go deeper than that,” he said.

“Deeper?”

“I may have said some things. Some harsh things before the Winner’s Ball. I took them back and apologized, but it was our first fight. It was about you, or the idea of you, the lost princess. And now I’ve left with the lost princess, everyone’s last hope.”

It was the first time he had admitted it. Given space to the feeling in the corner of his soul where he knew he had changed things between them with his decision.

The rest of him refused to believe it.

“But it’ll be fine,” he finished. “Mad or more than mad, I will fix it. I’ll win her back.”

“Definitely lovers,” Reha said. She bumped into his shoulder and smiled at him. “For what it’s worth, it’s clear she liked you.”

“Sure,” he said.

“You don’t believe me?”

“I believe you just fine. But it doesn’t help that you were lying to Esha the whole time.”

“Everyone gets so upset over lies. They’re just a little bending of the truth,” Reha said. “Now, I didn’t harm her, did I? I actually liked Esha.”

The last part came out quieter, but Kunal understood. Reha was also worried about their return.

Kunal caught up with Reha and patted her arm. When she didn’t bite his hand off, he carefully put it around her and drew her in, despite the cold. “We’ll figure it out, cousin.”

“Figure out what?” She peered up at him. “Is that the first time you’ve acknowledged our blood ties out loud?”

Kunal ignored her. “We’ll figure out all of it.”

Reha gave him a look as if he was being odder than a moon-touched trader, but Kunal also sensed her body relax.

She was just a girl still. That’s why, more than anything, he had come here with her. Esha would have to understand that.

Wouldn’t she?

Reha straightened, pulling Kunal’s arm off. She cocked her head to the side, some of the color returning to her face. He heard it too.

“Water,” she whispered. “An underground river.”

They had arrived at the top of Mount Bangaar.

Esha snuck into the Great Library from the secret side entrance she had discovered a few weeks earlier. The last thing she needed was someone watching her and questioning why she and a large number of Blades were going in and out of the Great Library every morning and evening. Especially with the number of Scales around, not to mention Laksh and Zhyani.

She trusted Laksh as far as she could throw him, which wasn’t very far. Still, he had been by her side since the palace takeover and Harun’s capture, and even convinced Zhyani and the other Scales to back off and partner with them. If nothing else, Esha knew that her and Laksh’s interests were aligned, which meant that, for now, he could be trusted. And Zhyani followed wherever Laksh was these days.

She also knew Laksh wanted something else from her: information on Arpiya. It was cute, in a way.

But if she could say anything to her friend Arpiya, she would tell her to be careful with soldiers. Then again, just because things had turned out a mess for Esha didn’t mean Arpiya was doomed to the same fate.

Arpiya had almost sobbed when Esha told her she had turned down being queen of Dharka, even though she had eventually said she understood Esha’s decision. That had been weeks ago, and Esha didn’t know if she felt the same way, or if Harun was even still open to her.

She didn’t know what she wanted anymore.

The rest of the team was already there, scattered around the room in their usual spots, a lively discussion already under way.

Alok paced past Esha as Farhan tapped his mouth thoughtfully with a piece of chalk, leaving a white streak across his lips. Arpiya tugged the chalk away right before Farhan could accidentally eat it. Aahal’s long legs were draped across the seat of a chair as he took over the better part of the table in front of them.

“The Hara Desert? We already combed through it,” Arpiya said, shaking her head.

“They spotted Vardaan near the desert,” Esha corrected as she walked in. “But we heard reports of these wild animals at nights near the hills as well, which can’t be a coincidence.”

“Technically, they could be,” Farhan said.

Aahal gave his twin an exasperated glance. “There is no such thing as a coincidence; isn’t that one of your lovely phrases?”

“Yes, but—”

“How about we don’t try to rain on the collective parade, brother?” Aahal said. “I’m willing to go check out any lead.”

“We can’t have our best squads go out on a greedy guildsman’s word.” Arpiya looked mutinous at the thought.

“We’re not going off on the word of anyone,” Esha said. “We’re going off a pattern.”

She tugged out a sheath of parchments she had spent the morning collecting, reports and patrol movements. Esha swatted Aahal’s long arms off the table and spread out the papers. “These reports mentioned the same thing as the guildsman. And then look at these patrol movements. Troops were moved away from this garrison just days before the Winner’s Ball. Someone had secured the area.”

“It still seems unlikely,” Farhan said. “And why would the Yavar keep Harun down here, on a border they don’t even control? Unless the Western Lands have decided to break their neutrality?”

The front door of the warm room flew open and all four of them nearly jumped out of their seats, their hands going to some weapon at their hip or hidden in their waist sash.

Laksh held his arms up as he entered the room. “You’re a jumpy bunch, aren’t you?”

Zhyani followed in after, wound as tightly as a kite string. She wore a disapproving expression.

Esha rolled her eyes and relaxed her stance. “I can’t imagine why we’d be that way.” She turned to the man entering behind Laksh. “Can you, Lord Mayank?”

“No idea at all.” Mayank grinned back at her, his eyes crinkling. He glanced at the table. “Planning something, are we?”

“We are,” Alok said, crossing his arms.

Mayank hadn’t quite won over Alok, though Esha didn’t really know why. The others had no outward problem with him, and, in fact, Aahal looked up to him a bit. He had even started wearing his hair the same way as Mayank, echoing the current fashions of the Jansan court.

Esha waved Mayank and Laksh to her side. “We might have a lead on where they’ve taken Harun. The others think it’s shaky”—two nodded heads and one glare from Alok—“but we don’t have much else to go on.”

Mayank sifted through the reports. “I heard what the guildsman said. From Aahal.”

Aahal had the decency to blush a little under Esha’s sudden gaze. “I have some House Pramukh soldiers in the area, and I can send them ahead to scout,” Mayank said.

“And if we’re right, and Harun is being held there? Won’t scouts tip them off?” Esha asked.

“Are you indicating my soldiers aren’t up to the task?”

“I’m saying that we still don’t know what the Yavar want. If we make a move, we’re inviting war. Right now, the country is unaware and unscathed. We need the utmost secrecy in rescuing Harun before anyone finds out, which means we use your men only if you know you have their trust to keep this a secret. If not, we can’t send them, even if that means I ride on horseback to every town in the western hills by myself.”

There was a strangled noise from her right, but Esha didn’t look at her team. They had to understand how important this was to her. She’d go to the ends of the earth to get Harun back. It would be only half of what he’d done for her.

And the way she had left their relationship before he had been taken. . . .

Esha shut that door viciously before the stab of pain reached her heart. She missed Harun fiercely, and she needed him back here, by her side.

Mayank sighed. “They’re loyal men, but after that speech, I’m not so sure it’s enough. How can you judge loyalty of that kind?”

“Look around here.” Her voice was quiet. “At these people.”

“Then no,” Mayank said, his voice resigned.

“We scout ourselves,” Esha said.

Aahal looked a bit too excited, straightening in his chair and almost knocking Arpiya over. Farhan frowned, but Alok nodded at her, whispering into his ear.

“It’s too dangerous,” Zhyani said, shaking her head. She didn’t wear a sari, and instead was clad in a dhoti and a short silk tunic. The one thing Esha had learned about the woman was that she was adaptable—and had a few too many opinions. Especially on how Esha should run the palace.

“It was always going to be dangerous,” Esha said back.

“Are you sure about this?” Laksh asked her as she turned to him. He wore leather armor, which meant he must have been down in the training courtyard earlier today. Esha had put him in charge of rounding up potential soldiers who could be of use—or might be willing to turn to their side. He had put together a small group of soldiers and had taken to running drills with them in the morning. Once a soldier, always a soldier, she supposed.

“No. But I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

Despite her best effort to suppress it, the note of desperation that had hidden in her heart since that day, weeks ago, rang out. Mayank walked over and took her hands in his own. Though she made a face, Esha didn’t pull away. She was glad for the comfort. It was different offered from him, someone who she didn’t have to look after and wasn’t responsible for. Alok made a sputtering noise to her side.

“You’re not alone in doing this,” he said.

“I know. But it’s not on them like it is on me,” she said, her voice quieting so the team couldn’t hear.

“Because you’re their leader?”

“Because they’re not at fault.”

“And you think you are?” Mayank asked, his mouth curving into a frown. “Esha, you can’t believe that.”

“You’d be surprised what one can believe, especially when it is the truth.” Esha pulled away, and Mayank let her go, shaking his head.

“If you’re at fault, then I am as well. So is everyone. How could we have seen this coming?”

“I don’t know, but somehow, somewhere, I failed.”

Esha thought back to her first meeting with Yamini, how the Yavar princess had charmed her, how she had picked out a sari for her to wear. The hundreds of little instances where Esha could’ve picked up on her true intentions.

But maybe it had started back even further. Back in a forest with a soldier who had eyes that called to her, armor that was destined to break her heart and tear her family apart.

Esha gritted her teeth. She was the Viper. Whatever heart she had left was captured somewhere with her friend, her prince.

“That face is telling me that I won’t be convincing you otherwise,” Lord Mayank said. “But let it be known, I think you’re wrong. And if you try to go running off into trouble because of some misplaced guilt, I will tell on you to Arpiya.”

Esha burst into laughter. The others snapped around, stopping their bickering to stare at her. Aahal’s eyes brightened, Farhan smiled, and Arpiya almost fell over in surprise.

Had it been that long since she’d last laughed?

Her team, her family, looked lighter than they had in weeks.

“Esha, if we’re going to pursue the lead, we need you to stay behind. We need a leader in the palace,” Alok said, moving between her and Mayank.

Esha looked between Alok and Mayank. “Then I leave the troops and the palace in the care of Lord Mayank. I have to do this myself. This is a task for the Viper, not a full squad. We’ll be too noticeable.”

“Esha—” Farhan started.

She held up a hand. “I know what I’m doing. Lord Mayank has navigated this palace and its politics for years. He’ll lead in my absence.”

Mayank’s eyes widened, his brow furrowed, but he gave her a quick, eager nod. “Whatever you need, I can do.”

The team looked a bit apprehensive. Zhyani and Laksh exchanged a loaded glance. But Esha had decided.

“Now, if you do anything to jeopardize my people or this city while I’m gone, I will kill you myself,” she said simply, facing Mayank. Alok, who had been glaring at him, finally looked a bit more placated.

Mayank was unfazed. “Noted, Viper. Don’t worry, my sense of duty is almost as developed as my sense of self-preservation. I’ll do my best, if only to make sure I stay alive when you return.”

“Smart man.” Laksh chuckled.

“Aahal, Laksh, we’ll leave tomorrow,” Esha said. “To find Harun.”

And bring him home.
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Chapter 4

The river under the mountain was magnificent. It gushed over the deep crevice that cradled it, splashing onto the rocky banks and soaking the edges of Kunal’s and Reha’s sandals.

Kunal and Reha stepped down into the subterranean cave, an otherworldly light filtering through the cracks in the rock to illuminate the temple below.

They walked farther inside, crossing the tiled border between the old weatherworn cave and the ancient temple. A strong wind filtered through the cracks above, and Kunal tugged his wool uttariya closer, exchanging a nervous glance with Reha. There was something unsettling about the cavern.

Kunal didn’t know what to expect. All he knew about the ritual was that he was to recite the sacred words, and Reha would offer her blood at the right time. King Mahir had said that was what the royals had done for centuries to maintain the janma bond, their gift from the gods and their connection to the land. With that, they would save their land, both of their lands.

And while it certainly hadn’t been easy getting to this point, Kunal couldn’t help the feeling prickling against the back of his neck since they had entered the cave.

Something was off.

The sixth sense that had carried him through his days as a soldier hadn’t led him wrong before.

But nothing happened. And so he continued on. It was probably just nerves, anyway. Anytime he had been about to finish a mission or enter a battlefield, he’d get a similar feeling. Kunal ignored the small part of him that whispered that this wasn’t a normal mission or battle. This was life or death for his entire country.

They dropped their packs by the edge of the water. Kunal pulled off his wool uttariya and the top layer of his clothing, indicating at Reha to do the same. She removed the turban that had been covering her hair since they had left the palace and her straight black hair fell to her waist. It was matted and dirty after weeks of travel, much like Kunal’s.

Reha wrapped her arms around her shivering frame. “What now?”

“We start the ritual once it’s sundown,” Kunal said.

“We did it,” Reha said quietly. “We got here before the solstice deadline. We’re going to fix this.”

Kunal stepped into the river, his body seizing up in anticipation of its chilly currents. Instead, the water was gentle and warm. Kunal sank deeper into the water with each step until he was in up to his waist. Reha stepped in after him, her nose scrunched as she touched the water, her face blooming in pleasure as she also discovered the water’s pleasant temperature.

Streaks of dark stained the cave ground as the sun began to dip outside. It was nearly time.

A splash of water hit Kunal in the eye as he turned. “Hey!”

Reha grinned and splashed him again. “Don’t tell me soldiers aren’t allowed to have fun.”

“This is a holy river,” Kunal said seriously.

“And we’re here for holy reasons. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun,” she said. “Don’t be such a bore.”

Kunal sputtered. “Well, if I’m a bore, I’m a bore who got you safely to the top of the mountain—”

“You did do that,” Reha said.

“And betrayed everyone around me to do it,” Kunal finished. His shoulders caved in with the weight of the unfinished ritual and the tension that he had been carrying since he had left Esha behind. He had been trying so hard to ignore it.

Reha’s eyes widened. She looked unsure about what to say to his outburst.

“Just so you know, I did the same thing,” she said. Her voice was gruff but quiet. Kunal wanted to protest, but he knew she was right. And she had little choice.

The light flickered lower, and they both glanced at the slatted windows of the cave temple. Reds and purples painted the sky, exchanged for the brilliant blue of before.

“Let’s get started,” Kunal said.

Kunal began to chant, low and steady, just like King Mahir had shown him. It was the prayer to the Sun Maiden, the first one they were ever taught as kids. A beat after, Reha began the prayer to the Moon Lord. They chanted together, the syncopated rhythms clashing and harmonizing at turns. At every eighth beat, they’d dip, cupping water into their hands and pouring it over their heads to cleanse their bodies.

The river began to hum and glow a brilliant iridescent gold. Their chanting bounced off the temple walls and echoed to fill the entire cave.

Kunal motioned Reha toward him. She stretched her arms out, crossing them at the wrists. He unsheathed his dagger and cut her forearm to provide their offering to the Sun Maiden and Moon Lord.

Their voices crescendoed and he poured the vial of blood she had stolen from Harun over her arms. It pooled together in the cradle, mixing with Reha’s blood before slowly dripping into the water below.

The river hissed as red mixed with the gold of the water. Reha looked worriedly at Kunal. He shook his head. Everything was going as King Mahir had described.

Kunal finished out the chant, letting the last of the blood fall into the river. It hit the water and spread into a thin layer of red on top of the gold. A whirlpool formed where the blood had hit the water, steam rising fast, fast enough that both Kunal and Reha stepped back and exchanged a nervous glance.

And then, nothing.

The entire river stilled.

Kunal held his breath and reached for his knife, as if it would help him if the river rose up. It didn’t. In fact, the river gave a low gurgle and returned to normal, the now-blue water gushing over itself as if nothing had happened.

That couldn’t be right.

Kunal pushed forward against the current, but Reha was one step ahead of him. She pressed the cut on her forearms again, wincing as droplets of blood dripped from her arm into the river.

Still, nothing happened.

The water did not hiss or still or acknowledge the offering in any way.

It was silent.

The walls of the temple shook ever so slightly and Kunal snapped to attention. A tremor? But no, the room stilled and they were confronted again with that deafening, mocking silence.

Kunal and Reha exchanged wary glances. This was not how King Mahir had described the ritual. This was wrong.

“Should we try again?” Kunal said. His heart thudded so loud he could hear it.

“I just did,” Reha said, her voice stuttering. “I just did, and nothing happened.”

“There was that tremor. Maybe its—”

She turned to face Kunal. “Kunal, nothing happened,” she said again, her voice rising to a shout.

He put a bloody finger to his temple. They had done everything right, so what had happened? Could the king have been wrong? He had been adamant that all they needed to do was the ritual of old. But maybe it wasn’t enough.

“Is nothing supposed to happen?” Reha pressed again.

“King Mahir said the gods would be invited down into the temple. The temple would glow and we would commune with the gods.” Kunal glanced up at Reha, his head suddenly feeling much heavier. “He also mentioned it had been harder and harder to get their attention recently.”

“But we have the blood.” Reha shook the vial. “Had the blood. We only have two more drops of the prince’s blood now and the ritual didn’t work. After all this time and all this effort. What do we do now, Kunal?”

Kunal wondered the same thing. It couldn’t be true. This had been what they had been working toward for moons. Reha, her blood, the ritual at sundown at the temple on solstice day.

He was left with only one thought. The janma bond was close to dead, and perhaps the gods wanted it that way. The river had glowed gold and accepted the offering, but to renew the bond fully, the gods needed to accept it as well. And that hadn’t happened in ten years.

The gods must no longer be honoring the ritual.

They had taken too long, taken too much from the land without giving in return.

Kunal staggered back, sitting roughly on the banks of the river. He raised his hands to cover his face.

“I don’t know, Reha,” he said, trembling. “The gods haven’t accepted our offering. I don’t know what to do next.”

“Maybe you should give someone else a chance,” a voice said from the entrance.

The fields surrounding the low western hills of Jansa were a pale watery beige, nothing like the vibrant gold and orange they had been a few years ago when Esha had been on a mission in the area.

That had been her last full mission with Harun, at the edge of the Hara Desert. She didn’t enjoy the irony that this was where she’d find him again.

Her hands tightened and loosened over the hilts of her whips. As the group drew closer to the small town, Laksh kept glancing over at her. She ignored him.

Aahal had gone ahead to lay the groundwork for their arrival. They were to act as merchants looking to supplement their recent grain yield with trade. Aahal would charm the soldiers first and then artfully direct the conversation to the recent reports from the village.

He should be almost done by now. By the time Esha and Laksh arrived, Aahal would have their lead assessed and ready. The rest was easy.

Esha had no problem breaking a few skulls on this mission. Laksh looked over again, his eyes raking over her hands and their continuous movements.

“Spit it out,” she said without turning in her saddle.

Laksh raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

At least he was being direct. For that, she gave him a real answer.

“I should say yes, but I’m terrified of what we’ll find. If Harun will even be . . . Harun. I’ve been captured before. Tortured and chained.”

“I’m sorry to say it, Viper, but as a royal, he’s a more
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