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TO MY FAMILY, FOR LETTING ME DREAM.
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Epigraph

Beware,

oh Archer,

your enemies

are as near as the dawn.

—FROM THE TALES OF

NARAN AND NARIA
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Chapter 1

Esha brushed aside the leaf as it tickled her cheek, notching an arrow in her bow.

The rosewood tree she perched in shook gently in the breeze but held steady. In front of her lay the open road, bracketed by a row of trees. Esha pulled the string of her bow taut with slow precision, her eyes narrowing in focus as she aimed down the long road.

Kunal had said he’d spotted the caravan about a mile away. It was too soon—they had crossed the Jansan border only a day ago—but she was taking every precaution. The last thing they needed was to let the caravan with Reha slide past their noses.

A rustle came from the tree across from her, and Esha glanced up to catch a pair of amber eyes staring back at her.

She made a face at Kunal, who was gesturing wildly. This wasn’t the first time Kunal had forgotten that she wasn’t a Blood Fort soldier, with their special signals. He paused and pointed down the road, motioning an “X” with his hands.

“You can talk, Kunal. The caravan is far enough away that no one will hear us,” Esha said. “And your newfound dancing skill would probably draw more attention than our brief conversation.”

Kunal gave an exaggerated sigh. “I’ve been trying to motion that it’s not the caravan.”

Esha slackened her bow and relaxed into a squat.

“It’s not her.” The breeze tousled his hair.

“How can you tell? Could you sense her?” she asked. Hidden in the jungle for the past week, Kunal had been able to experiment with the new shape-shifting powers in his blood. So far, he had discovered sharpened senses—keener eyesight, better hearing, a sense of the animals nearby—but his shifts were unpredictable.

“No, it’s an open cart. A fruit seller,” he said. Kunal rubbed the spot between his eyebrows, pain that plagued him whenever he used his sharpened eyesight. “Why he’s taking this road instead of the Great Road, I don’t know.”

“Fruit? Mangoes?” Her eyes lit up.

Esha scrambled down the tree and landed with a soft slap, the hardness of the ground below a reminder that they were back in Jansa, where the land thirsted. Kunal landed next to her, his presence warm at her back. This new closeness between them was still something she was getting accustomed to. Normally, her missions were alone.

But she didn’t mind having him around.

“Mangoes. I bet he has mangoes,” she said.

Kunal only groaned. “I think I’ll know you for years and still not understand this obsession of yours.”

“We’ve been waiting for hours for some sign of the transport that might have Reha. My hands are cramped, my legs are aching, and I haven’t had real food, aside from these horrible rations you brought, since we left Mathur. You wouldn’t even let me steal anything in the last town,” she said, throwing in a pout that she knew would soften Kunal’s expression.

It did, but it was accompanied by a raised eyebrow. He was catching on. Smart man.

“We don’t want to draw the attention of soldiers, and you scampering out of someone’s bedroom with an armful of fruit would have certainly been something to remember. I’ll plant you a cursed mango tree so you can stop buying them at every stand,” he said.

“Think about it. Some hot food. A nice bed instead of these scaly trees.” Her words were soft, needling. “What about letting me sneak into an empty house at the next town? We won’t be hurting anyone.”

“No. We’ll get by on rooftops.” He paused. “Though I can’t deny I would love a hot bath. Or even a hot spring for us would be wonderful.” A faint blush crept up Kunal’s skin.

“You’ve been thinking about us, soldier?” she said. Esha stepped a bit closer.

His breath hitched, and she held back a laugh.

“No need to look so horrified. You’ve already kissed me. I think a bit of flirting is allowed.”

“It’s not that— It’s not about being allowed— I’m—”

Esha held up a finger to Kunal’s lips.

“I’m teasing,” she said. “But I do want those mangoes.”

And with that she ran off, throwing a challenging look behind her.

Kunal had decided long ago that Esha might be the death of him, but he had never feared death. He shook his head at her even though she was long gone down the road.

It had been almost a week since the skirmish at the ruins of the temple, and they’d heard only murmurs of the caravan the soldiers had mentioned. The one that could hold Reha, the lost princess. Enough to suggest its truth, but not enough for them to have found anything yet. And though he was sure Esha had been on longer missions with less success, he could tell she was getting antsy.

There had been a hawk that had arrived with a note that she had quickly hidden away. He had meant to ask, once or twice, but each time they had a moment to themselves, other, more important things had come to mind.

At the thought of those moments, he grinned.

Kunal secured his pack before crouching and launching off down the road himself with inhuman speed. Within seconds, he had caught up with Esha, laughing as he grabbed her by the waist.

He held her steady as she careened forward, startled. Kunal hadn’t shown her this newfound ability yet—he’d discovered it only the day before when hunting for food.

She slapped his arm as he righted her. “You could be seen by someone,” she whispered.

He shrugged, a sudden nonchalance taking over. “I’d fly us both away.”

“And if that person had eyes and saw you shifting into an eagle? Would you be okay with me killing him? Because you know that would be the only option.”

“What is with you and murder as the first resort?” he said.

“Well, apparently I have to be the sensible one right now, and I’m not particularly enjoying it.”

He crooked a finger under her chin, tilting it up so that he could brush his lips against hers. “I don’t like to be teased,” he said.

“You’re going to have to get used to it.”

A smart reply was on his lips when the earth wheezed farther down the path. Kunal and Esha broke apart as the fruit seller came around the bend. The man was startled by the presence of two strangers on the previously empty road, his askew turban nearly falling off. But within minutes, Esha had charmed him while purchasing a mango and Kunal had started to fix the creaky wheel on his caravan.

Kunal bent lower, straining to lift the wheel out of its socket.

“And why are you two on this path instead of the Great Road?”

“I could ask you the same thing, emenda.” Esha smiled. “Though I’m sure I can guess. Tariffs on the Great Road have increased. My brother and I heard as much in the last town.”

Kunal choked back a cough. He’d had enough of surprise relations recently.

They’d agreed earlier that their story would have to change in different situations. The old fruit seller would be more likely to help them as traveling, bumbling kids. Kunal didn’t know how Esha immediately read people with such clarity that she could shift her story at a moment’s notice. He envied her skill.

“Yes, yes, those cursed tariffs. My brother’s wife’s cousin didn’t have the money and is now paying double taxes for the season—it’s the vultures if they can’t comply.”

“Vultures?”

“The king’s newest method of execution.” There was an undercurrent of fear in the man’s words that Kunal recognized. He’d heard it before while traveling up Jansa.

“As for us, we’ve lost our travel caravan at the last rest stop and have been trying to catch up. Have you seen it?” Esha took a deliberate bite of her mango, her tone light.

The man shook his head but then paused. “There was a private, armored one I passed a day ago. Wealthy merchants, by the looks of it.” He glanced between them, and a crinkle appeared in his brow. He’d probably realized that the two of them looked nothing alike.

Kunal stood up, letting the wheel fall with a thud.

“Fixed,” he said. The fruit seller blinked a few times before beaming.

“Thank you, my son. I have been struggling with this cart for a day, and my back is aching.” The older man placed a hand over Kunal’s head in blessing, as Kunal pressed four fingers to his heart and bowed. “I hope you find your caravan.”

Kunal nodded as Esha rushed to help the man back into his cart. They waved off the fruit seller, making sure he was safely down the road before turning to face each other.

“An armored caravan. It’s got to be the king’s royal caravan,” Esha said.

“Agreed. It’s possible we’re not the only ones who know of this. It’ll be best to be on alert and devise a plan. We could trail the caravan, find them in the next town, and create a diversion—”

“Already have a plan,” Esha said. She slung her bow across her chest and fixed her uttariya. From it, she drew a small pin, one of a Fort soldier, and presented it to Kunal. “I nicked it off Amir before I knocked him out.”

Kunal shook his head, though he couldn’t help but smile.

“Lead the way.”

It took Esha only a minute to realize the caravan wasn’t a caravan at all.

She edged slightly to the right to get a better look. She recognized a military chariot when she saw one, having helped Harun design a few. This one was designed to transport important goods quickly, unlike the plodding tread of a caravan.

Esha cursed under her breath. Her plan was useless now, if that was the case.

But maybe the wheels . . .

She bit her lip, shifting her head to squint at the two rows of soldiers that surrounded the chariot. It had come to a stop in a well-covered part of the nearby jungle, close enough to the path to escape, but surrounded by trees so no one could take them by surprise.

A few steps forward, and the first line of soldiers would be in her line of fire. Two shots, two soldiers down. Kunal shook his head at her, as if he could read her thoughts.

He really was no fun.

Esha decided to concede this one to him and changed the aim of her bow. Two soldiers down would make her happy, but it would alert the others to their presence. However, she might be able to create a distraction.

She raised a hand in signal to Kunal, pointing at the wheels and then her eyes. He furrowed his brow, concentrating as he used his eyesight to narrow in on the wheels, a power of his that Esha was getting rather used to. Kunal’s brow relaxed, and he nodded at her, drawing a wheel in the air and pointing at the bottom two spokes. She returned the nod, readjusting her bow and focusing in.

It was . . . pleasant. Having a partner, someone to watch her back. A small part of her still wondered, worried, how much she could really trust a soldier who had turned. A bigger part of her realized how unfair that was.

She focused, taking aim and drawing her bowstring taut. Esha let the arrow loose, her gaze unwavering as it sailed through the air and hit the bottom spoke. A sharp crack punctuated the air as the wheel broke off and the entire chariot pitched forward, landing heavily into the dirt.

The commotion came from the driver and the foot soldiers, who reacted as most people might—with confusion and annoyance. The Senaps reacted as she expected. Within seconds their bows were drawn, their swords at the ready.

The chariot driver got down from his perch and waved at one of the Senaps, who came over to help inspect the wheel. Esha could make out only the faint notes of conversation, but from the way Kunal was cocking his ear he could understand what they were saying.

Two of the Senaps, both wearing jeweled armbands, signaled at the others to move.

“He’s assigning them off in twos to patrol the perimeter. Basic protocol—I don’t think they suspect anything,” Kunal whispered.

“But they will, once they find the arrow,” she said.

He nodded. “Once they find the arrow, they’ll lock down the surroundings and encircle the caravan. Naria herself would find it difficult to get through that shield maneuver. Our best bet is to distract the two guards before that happens.”

Esha turned to Kunal, pulling out the pin she had nicked off Amir. She undid the clasp and pinned it to the waist sash of Kunal.

“It’ll have to be you,” she said.

“Makes sense. I’m not sure these soldiers will be so kind happening upon a girl in the jungle.” He flashed her a wicked grin.

“Oh? Because you were so kind?” She tilted her chin at him as he leaned in.

“Kind might not be the right word. . . .”

He leaned in for a kiss, and she let him get closer until the last second, when she pulled away, tapping a finger to his lips.

“Mission first. Think of it as a reward,” she said before she tossed a wink at him and climbed down the tree.
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Chapter 2

Kunal blinked into the midday sun. He wiped his hands on his dhoti and adjusted his armband, making sure it faced outward at the right angle to show off the jewels that indicated he was a Senap. It fit the bronze armor he now wore, which Esha had made sure to pack.

A cold sweat dripped down his back, and his hands were clammy. He hated lying. He had no idea how Esha did it so easily. Kunal pushed into the clearing where the caravan and the Senaps waited, coming face-to-face with the arrow points of two spears.

He immediately threw his hands up, taking quick account of the scene before him. Sun Maiden’s spear, he hadn’t even noticed them from his spot in the trees. They must have been hidden in the shadows.

Kunal did a quick count in his head. Two Senaps in front with spears and the two before with the swords. Which meant that they were following standard procedure for high security. But if Kunal remembered correctly, there would be four pairs of two soldiers with this procedure. . . .

One of the soldiers jabbed his spear forward again, and Kunal didn’t have much time to linger on this realization, quickly deciding Esha could handle it.

As he looked at the soldiers before him, their expressions suspicious, their spears unmoving despite glances to his armor and armband, Kunal decided he was rather more worried for himself.

Esha crept along the edge of the road, hidden by the half-cast shadows of the approaching sunset.

Two soldiers were checking the jungle to the west of the caravan. She’d have to split them up. The shorter soldier kept looking over his shoulder, as if to make sure the other hadn’t gotten lost. He had to be the more senior of the two.

She crouched low, grinding her sandals into the dirt to remove any trace of her footprints, and thumped the tree trunk behind her before darting out of the way.

The taller soldier stilled and then tapped the shoulder of the other, tilting his head in her direction. They crept over, their bows drawn, hands on their knife hilts.

She saw in those movements why the Senaps were known for being the best—the most elite soldiers and trackers within Jansa. They were methodical and deliberate, moving together seamlessly as one unit.

Esha notched two arrows on her bow and sent a quick prayer up to the Moon Lord before letting go. The first arrow found its aim, in the small gap between the soldier’s shield and his cuirass, which he kept exposing. The taller soldier immediately ducked out of the way and pulled his comrade down. The arrow dedicated to him barely missed.

Any element of surprise was gone now. And Esha realized her grave mistake. When the taller soldier had turned to dodge her arrow, the rusted double silver brand of his armband glinted against the setting sun. He was a Senap captain. The other soldier must have been the newer one, turning around to watch the actions of his superior officer.

The captain unslung his bow and was aiming into the tree, directly at her.

Esha scrambled higher, up the sturdier branches, and jumped onto the tree to the right. She tumbled down the tree, using her momentum to ram into the captain and knock the bow out of his hands.

The shorter soldier was sitting to the right, a bloody hand to his throat as he scrambled to use jungle moss to stanch his wound. Smart soldiers were always so annoying.

Esha tumbled over the mossy, wet jungle floor and scrambled back up. The captain was getting up as well, and he didn’t look perturbed by her appearance, or that she was a she. He had the same gleam in his eyes as all good fighters. He drew out his knife and charged at her.

Panic seized her, and she rolled out of the way, grabbing the bow off the ground and shooting arrow after arrow at him. Only one found its aim, in his arm, but it barely slowed him down.

Esha decided to hold her ground as he came again at her. She dropped to the floor at the last second, slashing at his leg with the knife she had hidden on her. The captain grunted, stumbling, and Esha heaved forward, using the momentum to land a crack against his skull with the hilt of her knife. She struck one blow, but before she get another one in, he grabbed her wrist.

He seized her neck with his other hand, using his height and weight to lift her off the ground. The air escaped her lungs as she struggled to reach for the whip tucked under her waist sash, hidden so as to not give away her identity.

But it wouldn’t matter who she was if she wasn’t alive.

Esha fought against his hands, driving her foot into the soldier’s groin. He dropped her, grunting in pain, and she fell in a heap, gasping as she dragged herself away.

She took in a welcome breath and got to her feet shakily, preparing to square off with the captain again. A noise sounded from behind her, but Esha kept her eyes on the captain. That is, until he let out a piercing whistle.

Esha spun around and decided it was a good thing she had kept the whip in her sash.

Kunal let out a nervous chuckle.

“Where did I come from?” he said, repeating the question. His hands were still up, the two spears still pointed at his jugular. “A few of us soldiers are returning to the Fort from a mission and have camped farther into the jungle. I got a bit lost, I’m afraid.”

The soldier on the left scoffed, his spear wobbling. “Lost? Fort soldiers should be trained better than that.”

The soldier on the right shot a recriminating look at his partner and dropped his spear, offering an arm. Kunal grasped it, forearm to forearm. “Mohit, drop your weapon. I’d heard that there was another squad on its way back from the coast.”

Mohit didn’t look happy, but he did lower his spear a few notches, giving his fellow guard a half nod. Kunal lowered his hands but made sure to still keep them in Mohit’s sightlines as he moved forward.

“So, what is this?” Kunal asked, keeping his tone light as he assessed the caravan. “A weapons shipment? I heard there was a new set of Harran steel being sent to the palace before the start of the Sun Mela.”

The chariot was tilted, leaning against a tree. Kunal furrowed his brow, trying to see if he could make out any sounds from inside the covered chariot.

“No, nothing of that sort. Would’ve loved to get a look at a set of new Harran steel—those desert blacksmiths are unparalled,” the soldier said. “Though we are on our way to Gwali.”

Mohit gave his partner a sharp look, but Kunal pretended not to notice, stumbling a bit and using the side of the caravan to catch his fall.

And that’s when Kunal spotted it. The caravan wheel had an extra compartment that indicated the cargo being carried wasn’t cargo at all. And in the back, he saw the metal pin that every royal transport had, one that would separate the chariot from the caravan.

Mohit was now advancing on him, suspicion across his face as he ignored the sputtered words of his partner. Kunal straightened himself and pushed away from the caravan after reaching a hand behind to yank at the metal pin in the corner of the broken spoke. The pin tumbled to the ground, outside of Kunal’s grasp.

“Tell me, if your squad was returning to the Fort, why are you on this road? Wouldn’t it be better to go south?” Mohit asked.

“It would. But my comrades wanted to avoid the Tej rain forest, so we took this longer route.”

“That will delay you.”

“We planned on making up the time,” Kunal said, walking to the left as if he was aimlessly pacing. But he was positioning himself closer to the edge of the jungle. Away from the caravan, which was teetering now, the latch and small metal pin having loosened.

Another minute and the pressure alone from the caravan would cause them to weaken.

Mohit finally gave him a nod of approval. Kunal gave him a nod back, feeling the slow warmth of shame filling him. If he hadn’t agreed to find Reha, if he didn’t know what he knew . . . Mohit might have been a friend.

Suddenly, a shout pierced the air. It took him a few seconds to realize it was Esha’s voice.

And she was shouting his name.

Esha burst into the clearing, her hair flying, blood streaked across her clothes, a deep welt around her neck. He didn’t even have time to feel shock at the bruising around her throat.

Behind her were four soldiers, the pairs that Kunal had hoped weren’t there.

Kunal reacted before he could think. He rushed at the nearest soldier and tackled him to the ground, only to look up and see Esha sprinting toward the caravan.

It was poised to topple over.

Mohit was running toward the caravan as well, his eyes on the wheels. And another soldier was heading after them both. Kunal landed a well-placed blow to the soldier’s face, hearing a crack as he fell to the ground. Before he could get up, Kunal was tackled and hit the ground, hard.

Hard enough that his extra senses erupted around him and Kunal had to hold back a scream. He heard the labored breaths of every person, saw the pores on the face of his attacker.

And it was the only reason he heard the pin being slotted back into the chariot.

Sun Maiden’s spear. Kunal took another blow to his cheek, but he didn’t stay down. Gathering up his strength, he lifted and smashed his head into his attacker—a Senap captain who looked vaguely familiar. Kunal pushed away the terror at having hurt a ranking member of his—the army—and focused.

Two down.

Kunal ran back to the caravan. Mohit jumped into the chariot driver’s seat as Esha battled the remaining three soldiers. One of them turned, and Kunal followed his frantic glance to see Mohit lashing the horses to get away.

“Mohit,” the soldier yelled. “Mohit, help us!”

But Mohit didn’t spare a second glance.

The chariot sped away, and Kunal’s heart plummeted. The remaining soldier, the one who had first offered him his forearm, let out a frustrated yell before turning to look at Kunal. Mohit had followed the rules, put the mission first.

“Traitor,” the soldier spat. He charged at Kunal.

Moon Lord’s fists.

Esha took a ragged breath, cursing softly in Dharkan and Jansan.

Ahead, a soldier advanced on Kunal, and they circled each other. Esha tried not to let panic set in—Kunal would be able to run after the caravan. This was their last chance. They were supposed to rescue Reha, not let her slip through their fingers while battling a bunch of cursed annoying soldiers.

Esha brushed sweat away from her eye and felt a sticky wetness against her brow. She looked down at her hand, noticing the red that dripped from her fingers but not registering it.

The short, squat soldier pulled a knife, and Esha snarled.

She unleashed her whip, deciding then that none of these soldiers would be able to leave alive, and circled the attacker’s arms with the metal tip. He let out a cry as he went down.

She cracked her whip again, almost as an invitation. The second soldier pounced forward from the left. Esha spun out of the way before the soldier could land, then lashed upward with her whip, wrapping around his torso and launching him forward.

He flew into the nearby tree, groaning.

Something rammed into Esha. She pitched forward but couldn’t roll into the fall. Instead, she landed in a sprawl. Kunal took down the soldier he had been facing diagonal to her, cracking him over the head.

She turned back around, scrambling in the dirt away from the first soldier, who looked angry.

Well, that made two of them.

Esha reached down her leg and grabbed the secondary knife she wore on her calf. She threw it, knowing it wouldn’t kill her attacker.

But it would slow him down.

He gasped as it found its mark in his thigh. Esha got to her feet and lashed her whip again as her attacker grunted and yanked the knife from his thigh.

He tried to throw it at her, but she knocked it out of his hand and then lashed him. Once. Twice. He fell back on the second one and she bounded forward, using the momentum from her running start to take him down.

Before he could get up again, Esha wrapped her whip around his neck and pulled tight. She waited. One, two, three, four, and the man collapsed.

Esha rose to her feet. Kunal was facing the last soldier, in a deadly dance of knives, before he took a deep breath and simply barreled the attacker into a tree.

The soldier slumped down the bark and Kunal stepped back, catching sight of her. Kunal backhanded him with the hilt of his sword.

“Are there any others?” she said.

Kunal shook his head, dragging the three attackers together. “No, and I can’t hear any other troops in the area. I think we’re clear.”

Esha stopped behind him, a faint pain climbing up her side. She ignored it and grabbed her knife to slit the soldiers’ throats. A strangled sound came from Kunal.

“They’re liabilities if they’re alive. They’ve seen us.”

Esha looked up and felt the weight of judgment in his gaze. She had become more aware of her own code now, how it differed from and converged with Kunal’s.

But she was protecting them. She would always protect the people closest to her first.

“They’re near death anyway.” When that didn’t seem to shake the frown off his lips she tried another tack, already thinking about the soldiers who had gotten away. “If a few soldiers in Gwali mention us, it could be ignored. But a squadron? We won’t be able to set foot in the city.”

“We shouldn’t be killing anyone. I’ve seen enough death recently.”

“Kunal, you’re a soldier. Don’t go soft on me now.”

Kunal looked as if he was going to turn away.

“It’ll be painless.”

And before Kunal even fully turned away, Esha had slit the soldiers’ throats. There was still one more in Gwali, which she’d have to clean up later.

“We let him get away,” Esha said.

“They ambushed us. It was ten men against two and we still managed to hold our own.”

Esha sighed, rubbing her eyes. “You’re right. I don’t have to like it, though. Do you think we should try to catch up?”

“They’ll be on high alert. It’ll be suicide,” he said. “They won’t be taking any breaks until they get to Gwali. Protocol will demand the shield formation I mentioned—it’ll be impossible to get through.”

“It sounds like we’re going to need help. They’ll be sure to double protection after encountering us,” she said. Esha looked down at her torn and bloodied clothing. “I don’t think we can do this alone anymore. Not after being outnumbered like that, even if it was mostly just infantry.”

“You know, infantry still train a lot. They’re decent fighters,” he said.

“Not enough.” Esha snorted. “You’re too kind, Kunal. How did you become a top soldier at the Fort again?”

Kunal gave her a sly grin. “I’m good with my hands.”

Esha let out a laugh, but she knew it must be hard for him to be on this side, fighting against men he had seen as comrades for years.

“I sent a hawk earlier,” she said slowly.

Recognition alighted in his eyes—he had noticed. Good for him.

“The rest of the team—Bhandu, Arpiya, and the twins, Aahal and Farhan—are accompanying the royal procession to Jansa. We can debrief together, figure out a new plan.”

“You could’ve mentioned you had written for backup. But I agree. We can’t do this alone anymore.”

“The note wasn’t about backup, actually. I had promised to keep Harun apprised of our relative location.” Esha raised an eyebrow at Kunal. “He’s furious with me, especially when another squad found our contact murdered and us missing.”

“He’ll survive,” Kunal muttered.

Esha held back a laugh.

“Let’s clean up and then head west toward their camp,” she said. Esha glanced back at the fallen soldiers. “Grab their weapons as well.”

Esha moved away, making a face as she realized she was a filthy mess. She loosened her tight waist sash and a sharp pain shot up her torso, adrenaline finally leaving her body. Her hands flew to her side as another stab of pain followed, a dull ache spreading through her torso. And when she lifted a hand, it was streaked in red.

Blood began to soak the side of her shirt, her waist sash no longer acting as a tourniquet.

Her vision began to blur, and Esha pitched forward.
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Chapter 3

Esha woke up to the scowling face of Harun. She rubbed her eyes, willing the image away. It remained, and it might have been her imagination, but even his beard quaked in anger.

“How—how did I get here?” Esha asked, her voice hoarse.

“Your soldier found our camp,” a woman’s voice said from the back of their small tent. Arpiya. She’d recognize her friend and fellow Blade’s voice anywhere. “Apparently, Kunal was able to track us from the directions we sent in the note.”

Kunal winced as Bhandu came up behind him and clapped him on the shoulder. He must’ve shifted into his eagle form, large enough to carry her, and flown her here after she fainted. A risky decision, especially because the rest of the team didn’t know of his parentage—and she wanted to keep it that way.

“Care to explain what happened, Viper?” Harun said through gritted teeth.

A sigh came from behind. “Give her a few moments, Prince. How would you feel if you were startled awake by a snapping turtle?” Kunal said.

Bhandu’s deep laugh rattled through her hazy fog, and Esha’s eyes eased open. She took in the full sight—angry Harun, a pleased-looking Kunal, Bhandu, Arpiya, Farhan, and Aahal.

Everyone was here. Esha groaned.

“Is it necessary for you all to be in this tiny tent? What have you been doing—staring at me?”

A chorus of weak noes went up in her team, and Harun continued to stare daggers at her.

“I’ve been waiting for you to wake up so I can get a report. A full one. Not the spotty communications you’ve sent so far. And I expect an explanation for this injury and why you let a soldier escape a week ago. Remind me again why I even sent you out on this mission.”

Harun was at the top of his fury now. His hand flew to pinch the bridge of his nose, and he took a deep breath. Esha tilted her head at Kunal to speak before she realized they hadn’t agreed on their story.

“We were set upon by Fort soldiers before we reached the meeting place, and that’s where we found out the contact was dead,” Kunal said. “I was captured while standing watch.”

Kunal filled them in on the rest. How they had discovered the new Jansan rebel group run by Dharmdev and how Laksh turned on them—leaving out anything to do with Kunal’s newfound parentage or his relationship with Laksh.

“—and then Esha came into the battle and killed two of the soldiers.”

Harun looked at the blood-soaked bandage around her waist. “While you let a soldier escape. Not the best way to convince us you’re not also a spy, like this Laksh. Somehow Dharmdev got a soldier to turn while within the Fort. That’s pretty great work.”

“Kunal wants to help our cause. Would he have saved me otherwise?” Esha said, aiming for a patient tone. Harun looked at Kunal sharply, as if he knew another answer.

“And how does that account for the past week, then? Gods above, if you tell me you’ve been doing anything but trying to capture this Laksh, I’ll—”

“Harun, if you’d give us a chance, we could tell you the most important part,” Esha said, a heaviness returning to her chest. “It’ll explain everything. Why we’ve been gone, why I’m like this.” She waved weakly at her torso.

Harun huffed and gave her a terse nod.

“The soldiers were moving back to Gwali for the truce, but also to protect something. Someone.” Harun’s eyes narrowed as she spoke, and she could see his mind calculating all the possibilities.

“We heard something similar—rumors of a marriage. A noble-born girl from the east, maybe?”

Esha shook her head, staring at her old friend, hoping he saw what she wasn’t saying.

“That’s not it,” she said.

“Then what?” Harun said.

Esha hesitated, uncertainty flooding her. What if they were wrong? This news would hurt Harun, but it’d also give him hope. A direction to go in.

“Spit it out, Esha,” he said.

Esha inhaled and stared her old friend in the eye. “We found her. We found Reha.” And before Harun could say anything, before a glimmer of joy could shift across his face, Esha continued. “And Vardaan has her.”

Kunal knew in theory the lost princess Reha was the prince’s younger sister, but it wasn’t until he saw the raw despair on the prince’s face that he understood what this could mean to him.

What if he had a sister? Maybe someone to care for would have changed his path, given him something to fight for. For a fleeting moment, Kunal understood what had shaped the young prince.

Esha scooted to the bottom of her bed before enveloping Harun in an awkward hug, her movements hampered by her bandage.

“No,” he said. “No. If Vardaan has her in his grasp . . . There’s no time to spare. What if he hides her away, hurts her in his pursuit of power? She’s only sixteen. She won’t even realize she’s being used.”

He looked at Esha as if she were water in the desert. It annoyed Kunal, even though he knew Harun deserved that comfort right now. The others moved forward, offering their own comfort.

“We’re not sure, Harun, but it makes sense. Why else would Vardaan have come to a truce? He isn’t worried about us anymore, not when he has Reha and her blood. He’ll try to do the renewal ritual for the janma bond with her blood and keep ahold of his power over the country.” Esha took a deep breath, which made her wince. “We’ve been gone for a week because we were trying to end all of this, chase down the caravan we suspected had her. I wanted to come back to you with your sister in hand. That’s why we’re late.”

“We’d followed the caravan and were closing in on it when we found ourselves outnumbered,” Kunal said, coming around the corner of the cot.

“More soldiers?” Harun asked.

Kunal nodded. “We—I underestimated the security. I assumed there would only be ten but there were more than protocol dictated. Too many for us to take down, but they were protecting something important. That many guards wouldn’t be placed even on the most expensive Harran steel shipment.”

“Kunal also confirmed that the caravan was designed for a passenger.” Esha’s voice grew insistent. “It had to be her. Reha had to have been in the caravan. And if she was there, then she’s on the way to Gwali. We can’t let her be held there. Harun, she’s sixteen, and this is when her shape-shifting powers will come in. She won’t have anyone to guide her but that monster, and he’ll only use her. She needs us.”

“If you’re right, then my sister is on her way to Gwali right at the same time the Dharkan royal retinue has been invited for the Mela. The first time in a decade. Add in the peace summit at the end of the Mela and this is a camphor-soaked rag waiting to be lit,” Harun said.

He stood up and moved to the window. He paused there, the room in utter silence for minutes, before he turned around.

“We’ll have to scout out her location once we get to Gwali, confirm it’s her, and then coordinate a rescue. All while making sure it can’t be tied back to us—not with the peace summit at stake.” He looked at Esha, the team, and even Kunal. “If we let Reha fall into his hands, Vardaan will control the magic and the land. Worse, he might decide to kill her and our land will fall to the drought next if the janma bond fails and the Bhagya river fades.”

Esha struggled back onto the bed and into a sitting position, her face fierce.

“This is our next mission, team,” she said. “We’ll get her back, and we’ll bring balance to the land. We won’t let the bond fail. We won’t let Vardaan use her.”

“Esha, you have a hole in your stomach—”

“We’re doing this, Harun.” Esha’s face was stone, resolute in her decision. “I’m all in. I’ll bring Reha back, no matter what.”

“We are too,” Aahal chimed in, followed by nods from the others. Harun merely nodded, his shoulders sagging down, a burden released.

The prince turned to Kunal. It was the first time Harun had looked Kunal straight in the eyes. His hands were down by his sides, palms open, and he waited. He asked no question, but Kunal knew that he was expecting an answer, and, to his surprise, Kunal had already decided.

Reha was the key to saving his land, but in the wrong hands, she was also the key to its destruction. He might not be a soldier of the Red Fortress anymore, but he was still sworn to protect his land and his people. And after all the wrongs he—and his uncle—had done, this was one thing Kunal could do right.

Kunal gave a short nod.

Esha hadn’t expected that. A moment of hesitation as Kunal weighed both sides, analyzing everything behind those amber eyes—that she had expected.

“First, we need to find out where that caravan is going,” Harun said.

“There will be a shipments room in the military garrison of Gwali,” Farhan said, moving forward. “I’ve been reading up on the recent renovations the king did to the royal and martial sectors of Gwali ever since the start of the War of the Brothers. Some light reading for the journey.”

“Light reading,” his twin, Aahal, mocked, using air quotes. Farhan was the more serious and studious of the two, while Aahal was glib enough that he could charm anyone.

“Perfect, book brains has already figured it out. We break into that room,” Bhandu said.

Kunal shook his head but held back from saying more. Harun cocked his head at the other man.

“Why are you shaking your head, soldier?”

Kunal hesitated for a moment. “It could easily be falsified. Many of the infantry are trained to have multiple versions of such records to protect the army’s goods.”

“Then we bribe them for the real records,” Bhandu said.

“Won’t work. They won’t have access to the real records.”

“Then we threaten them,” Bhandu finished.

“Martial punishments are gruesome already. Not sure any threat you delivered would outweigh their desire to save their skin.”

There was a beat of silence in the room.

“Okay, then what? If all records in the palace could be falsified and we can’t outmatch the army in cruelty or money, what do we do?” Arpiya asked, breaking the silence. Everyone looked at each other before finally turning to stare at Kunal.

“The Fort,” Kunal said. “The Fort keeps detailed records of every caravan and shipment.”

“You want to go back to the Fort?” Esha said before she could stop herself.

“No,” he said quickly. “You asked what could be done. I’m just saying the most accurate documents will be there.”

“If the soldier says the only place to get that information is the Fort, then that’s where we’ll have to go.” Harun walked toward Kunal, considering him. “Normally, I’d say it’s a mission for the Viper but . . .”

“They’ll be on high alert after the general was killed, especially as they believe it was at the hands of the Viper. Probably have new protocols that you don’t even know of, ones designed to look for rebels and the Viper, in particular,” Kunal finished. Harun nodded.

Esha looked between the two of them, narrowing her eyes.

“What if . . .” Kunal cleared his throat, a bright look on his face that Esha didn’t trust. “What if I went back? Got the information. Saw what the new protocols are.”

“Why would we let you go back to the Fort?” Esha said, her lips pursing.

Harun leaned forward. “I second that question.”

“Third,” Farhan said quietly, Aahal nodding next to him.

Kunal looked Esha full in the face, his amber eyes trained on her.

“You did turn me, didn’t you? I’d like to be useful.”

Esha tried not to make a face. He was using her own words against her, and, she had to admit, she didn’t particularly like being on the receiving end. “I can be your eyes and ears on the inside. I’m not suited to being idle.”

“How can we trust you?” Arpiya asked, arms crossed.

“I’m your best option for finding out where the caravan went,” Kunal said, though now his brow was beginning to furrow.

“I trust him,” Esha said. She trusted Kunal, but having him return to the Fort, be among his fellow soldiers . . . the idea didn’t exactly excite her.

“Why would you do that? For us?” Harun asked.

Kunal’s eyes flickered to Esha. “I want to . . . bring back balance. Reha is the best chance for me to make my country whole again. So if this is what it takes to get her back safely, then I will do it.”

Harun frowned, and Farhan and Bhandu wore matching looks of worry. It was Arpiya who spoke next.

“It’s dangerous, and it’s a risk. But he’s the only one who can get into the Fort—and he’s volunteering. Let’s not discredit that. Esha is out of the question after her last venture to the Fort, and the rest of you would be made in moments.”

Bhandu scoffed in the corner.

Arpiya continued. “We don’t have a lot of choice here. Esha can put together the best rescue plan this side of the Ghanta Mountains, but it won’t matter if we can’t find Reha once we’re in the city.”

“There’s always a retinue of soldiers that go to the Mela. We can plan to meet in a week’s time in the Pink Palace in Gwali, at the start of the Mela. By then I’ll have confirmation of where Reha has been sent,” Kunal said, color rising to his cheeks.

Esha tried not to shake her head. Soldiers. The minute he saw the outline of a new mission he was chomping at the bit. She hoped that’s all it was.

“How will you get yourself sent in the retinue, soldier?”

There was a lightness in Kunal’s movements now, a bounce almost. “Senap,” Kunal said. “I’m not just a soldier. I’d just been promoted to Senap before leaving on my miss—leaving the Fort. And my new post was to be Gwali. The retinue will be a backup.”

Something flashed across his face, a tension, that Esha had gotten used to noticing in her soldier. She took note of it. Part of her thought the Fort wouldn’t be so kind to a soldier who failed a mission, even if it was an impossible one. But he knew the Fort better than she did.

Harun considered Kunal with those shrewd eyes. “But you’re no longer part of the Fort. Or at least, that’s what you keep telling us.”

“No one else knows that,” Kunal said. “For all they know, I’ve merely been busy. If I fail to check in three times, they’ll mark me missing or dead. But if I get to a garrison soon—”

“You’ll be back on the books,” Harun finished. “Gwali, you say?”

A slow grin coiled around Harun’s face, one that Esha didn’t care for. She knew the way Harun thought, if only because it was so similar to herself.

Kunal nodded once, firmly.

Harun tapped the edge of Esha’s bed, tracing his fingers over the blanket. “I’m surprised you didn’t think of this, Esha. I’m assuming the soldier told you this when you turned him—it must have been one of the reasons you attempted something so risky, right?”

Harun’s voice was casual, but she detected the undercurrent of his words.

“Yes, exactly why.” There was more she wanted to say, how he shouldn’t be putting himself in this position, not when Laksh was still out there looking for him. Not when he was one of the only remaining Samyads alive. But she couldn’t say any of it, not without revealing Kunal’s secret.

“This is no simple task we’re asking of you. I can’t say I trust you, soldier. Reha is my little sister. She’s also the best chance both of our nations have at healing the land. Will you be able to do whatever it takes, even against your former comrades?” Harun asked.

The two men looked at each other, something unspoken passing between them. Something Esha couldn’t understand, and that annoyed her.

“Yes,” Kunal said. “I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure Reha is safe. And to save my country.”

Only two weeks ago, Kunal had almost left when Esha had given him the choice to go back to his life. No one in the tent knew that. Was she enough reason for him to stay? To betray everything he had known?

Or was he truly a part of the team?

She knew which one she wanted to believe. Esha tried to catch Kunal’s eye but instead caught Harun’s penetrating gaze, which asked her the same question.

The hawk landed on Kunal’s outstretched forearm, and he inhaled sharply as his body thrummed. Kunal reread his scribbled note to Alok once more before rolling it up and attaching it to the hawk’s claws.

He was going back to the Red Fortress while Esha and the team would continue on as part of the royal retinue, taking on roles within the nobility. Once they were all inside the gates of the palace, they’d meet again and proceed from there.

He’d leave in an hour, making a stop at the nearest garrison to check in. If he rode fast he should make it back to the Fort within a day and a half.

Kunal had made up a story for Alok, stretching the truth a bit, but letting him know the bare bones of what had happened—Rakesh had been captured, Laksh and Amir had run away, and he was the sole soldier left. He also sent a similar note to General Panak, with a few of the details omitted.

He hoped it would set the stage for his return and minimize the questions he’d receive, though it would still be dangerous. He’d have to keep his story close to him. From one angle, he was the de facto winner. From another, it was quite suspicious that he was the only one who had returned alive.

Unfortunately, that was the sort of realization that would only make him more popular at the Fort. Kunal tried not to shake his head at the idea that being thought of as a murderer would add prestige to his name. He’d always looked away when the other soldiers talked like that, resolved that he wouldn’t act that way, think that way. But after meeting Esha he could see that that wasn’t enough.

It was as if a part of him he had buried had been able to breathe fresh air. This desire to set things right, to make a difference—it wasn’t new, not really. It felt unearthed. As if the years of loneliness and obedience had buried it under armor and bronze.

Kunal watched the hawk take flight, soaring through the reddened sky of the early evening, imagining how the air would feel against his skin—his wings.

A new beginning. A chance to do something, for once.

It was all he could really ask for.
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Chapter 4

Kunal sneaked into the small tent, looking around before darting inside.

Esha was lying on her side, facing away from him, but he heard her soft snores and trod lightly inside the tent. In a flash, she sat up, her body twisting in what must have been a familiar way, the knife in her hand threatening. But instead of a knife flying past his head, he saw Esha double over, groaning in pain. Her knife fell to the ground.

Kunal rushed to her side and she swatted at him. “Don’t sneak in like that; I might’ve carved a hole into your chest.”

“I noticed,” he said. “Though it doesn’t look like you’ll be carving holes into anyone anytime soon.”

Esha gave him a look. “Injury or no injury, you know I could cause my fair share of pain.”

“Indeed,” he said mildly. “But maybe now you should focus on resting and healing. Then you can threaten me standing up.”

“You sound like Harun,” she said. She pulled herself to an upright, sitting position with a grimace.

Kunal could tell she didn’t mean that as a compliment, so he said nothing. Instead, he helped her, using his hands to steady her. Her skin was soft and warm under his touch, and despite her state, he could feel the heat in his belly rising. It had been a while since they were alone together.

He knew he should drop his hands, let her sit back and keep resting, but his hands stayed on her waist, trailing up her arms and shoulders.

When he looked up, Esha was staring back, an eyebrow slightly raised. Color was slowly rising into her cheeks.

“Just checking to see how you’re healing,” he said.

Esha was lucky the knife wound had been clean and that Kunal had been able to get her to a healer quickly. By the time he had flown them close to camp, her wound had been sewn shut.

“Then you’ll see I’m healing quite well. So well, that you should really let me get some fresh air. Walk around camp, that sort of thing,” she said.

“Arpiya already warned me that you’d say something like that. Apparently, last time you got wounded you sneaked out and managed to run half a training session with the squads until she caught you.”

“And my injury then was much worse.” Esha tried to move up, but Kunal’s arms around her proved an obstacle. “So you should really let me go.”

He chuckled. “Arpiya also mentioned that when she found you, you had undone a quarter of the stitches, earning you a tongue-lashing from the healer.”

Esha sank back against the cot frame. “Also true.”

“Look, the more you rest now, the more useful you can be once we’re all in Gwali.”

“Are you leaving?”

“Tonight,” he said. “I told them it was so I could arrive by evening tomorrow but . . .”

“You mean to arrive in the morning,” she said, her voice quieting. “I’m not too fond of the idea of you leaving. Again.” A hint of something shy crept into her voice, and Kunal felt his conviction soften.

“I’ll find you,” he said.

Esha chuckled low. “Just like old times? But I’ll be in the Dharkan royal retinue.”

“I know,” he said. “But would it really be so strange for a young, beautiful Dharkan girl to catch the eye of a Senap guard?”

Esha leaned into him, before wincing in pain at the movement. “We can’t be obvious. Perhaps I’ll catch your eye, but nothing more.”

She paused.

“At least not in public,” she said softly, the hint in her voice enough to set a low simmer to Kunal’s blood.

Esha noticed the way Kunal’s eyes flashed; his body tensed, and she held back a little smile.

“We’ll have to set rules,” she said, lowering her voice.

“Harun already gave me a list—”

“Not for your communication with the team. For us,” Esha said. “We can’t tell the others.”

Kunal’s lips momentarily pursed, but he nodded. “I’ve just gained their trust. Plus, I have no interest in facing down an angry Bhandu.”

“How will we communicate? You and I?” He traced little circles over the skin of her knuckles. Esha shivered.

“I’ll leave you notes,” she said.

A quick glance around told her that no one was outside the tent. She leaned forward to cup his face, fighting back a groan of pain. She drew a thumb over his lips, her eyes flickering to them.

He took the hint and kissed her, slowly, gently, taking care not to put pressure on her left side. Her frustration and annoyance faded to the background. She could live in these moments, bathe in them, wear them like armor.

She might need to for this upcoming fight.

Esha tensed up again, and Kunal pulled back, looking at her. “Are you okay? Did I push into your wound? I knew I shouldn’t have—”

She shushed him with another kiss, a quick one. “I’m fine. I just started thinking about the task we have ahead of us. Do you remember being at court?”

“Not much.”

“Understanding the politics, making alliances, will be important. Tensions will be high with the Sun Mela now open to Dharkans. Not to mention the peace treaty looming over everything.”

“You’re really making me look forward to this mission,” he said.

“What’s not to like? Subterfuge and schemes. You’ve dealt with vicious vipers and snapping turtles. It’ll be fun,” she said. “Your first mission as a rebel.”

He shook his head.

“I’m not a rebel, Esha. I’m not sure I can do this,” he said softly, revealing the fear that had begun prickling at his chest.

“You’re not. You’re a soldier. And that’s why you’re perfect for this role. Just be yourself.”

Kunal chuckled, but she could still see a flicker of worry in his eyes. Esha felt it too, a needling thorn under her ribs.
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