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Dedication

For Jenifer, my love, and Adara and Arthur, my greatest work.


What is Eldros Legacy?

The Eldros Legacy is a multi-author, shared-world, mega-epic fantasy project managed by four Founders who share the vision of a new, expansive, epic fantasy world. In the coming years the Founders committed themselves to creating multiple storylines where they and many others will explore and write about a world once ruled by tyrannical giants.

The Founders are working on four different primary storylines on four different continents. Over the coming years, those four storylines will merge into a single meta story where fates of all races on Eldros will be decided.

In addition, a growing list of guest authors, short story writers, and other contributors will delve into virtually every corner of each continent. It’s a grand design, and the Founders have high hopes that readers will delight in exploring every nook and cranny of the Eldros Legacy.

So, please join us and explore the world of Eldros and the epic tales that will be told by great story tellers, for Here There Be Giants!

We encourage you to follow us at www.eldroslegacy.com to keep up with everything going on. If you sign up there, you’ll get our newsletter and announcements of new book releases. You can also follow up on FaceBook at:

facebook.com/groups/eldroslegacy.

Sincerely,

Todd, Marie, Mark, and Quincy

(The Founders)
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Chapter One

sundra

The words still echoed in Sundra’s head like someone had rung a bell around him, bouncing about inside his skull and driving away thought, balance, and composure.

“It’s about your father,” their employer Kosala had warned after corralling him and Ruhi as they’d returned from a celebratory dinner with their friends. “Not yours, young lady,” the pirate lord had added toward Ruhi. “Just yours . . . Kunwar Sundra Aruvar.”

She knows! That was the closest Sundra had come to a coherent thought since the bell rang. She knows who I really am! Not just that I’m a prince, but my family name! She also knew that Ruhi was a woman, not his brother Rawal at all. But how had she known? What else did she know? And what was this about his father?

The raja was still waiting, sitting at her desk with her legs crossed, hands resting loosely upon the arms. At least she wasn’t playing with one of her many knives—that always made him nervous, even more than the news she had just dropped upon him or the sharp-eyed stare she aimed his way. The hint of a smile touched the edges of her lips, but only a hint.

Finally, Sundra was able to take a deep, calming breath and settle himself enough to speak. Before he could utter a word, however, the pirate lord held up a hand.

“Don’t bother lying,” she warned. “Or trying to distract me, or whatever you’ve got planned. It won’t work.”

Ruhi watched her closely, her own arms folded across her chest—a chest which, though slight, would have been enough to give away her true gender if not for the binding band she wore. But wear it she did, along with a fake beard and an amulet designed to enhance the illusion. True, a few had seen through it from the start, like the tavern owner Padmini and the pirate Chhavi. Had Kosala as well? If so, why had she never let on?

It was clear his friend and so-called brother was wondering the same thing, and Kosala felt the weight of her gaze, glancing her way long enough to shrug. “I saw no reason to expose you,” she explained. “I assumed you had your reasons for the deception—both of you—and it did not endanger me or impinge upon my own plans, so where was the harm?”

“So, you knew all along,” Sundra stated. “And you’re only mentioning it now—because of my father.” A cold chill ran down his back. “Are you planning to ransom me back to him?” He wasn’t even sure that would be possible, given he’d fled home under threat of death after accidentally killing another noble in a duel. Nor was he sure his father would want him back or be willing to pay for the privilege.

Fortunately, Kosala shook her head. “Nothing like that,” she promised. “If I’d planned that, I’d have done it already.” That was just like her, blunt and honest. “Your father is the one in trouble at the moment. I thought you’d want to know.”

“In trouble how?” Ruhi asked. “And how do you know? Even if you knew I was a woman, and that Sundra was a prince, how did you know exactly who his father was?” But Sundra watched his friend’s long face still and her dark eyes widen. “You have sources back on the mainland, in Rashtanan.”

Their employer dipped her head. “Of course. I doubt I’m the only one, either. It never hurts to know what your enemy’s up to, especially if it means they’re planning one of their occasional attempts to drive us out.” As if that could ever work! The Areyat Isles were far enough across the water to make it a nearly two weeks’ journey from their own home city of Devrapatnam, meaning once you set out, you’d have no way to get reinforcements in time, and it was easy to see any large fleet from a distance. The islands themselves were scattered enough to not offer a convenient striking point, and rocky enough to have plentiful natural defenses. Sundra knew there had been attempts over the years to clear out all the pirates here. None of them had ever succeeded.

All of which was beside the point. “So, you knew I was Sirdar, and where I was from, which made it easy to have your sources check for anyone who might be missing there,” he guessed aloud. “That’s how you identified my family. But what’s this about them having trouble? Are they in danger?” Fear knifed through him. “Are my mother and brother okay?” He’d never seen eye to eye with his father—Sangram Aruvar was a rigid man, obsessed with honor and justice and his responsibilities as a Sirdar—but his mother Devi and little brother Sumana were very dear to him.

Kosala only shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, and he felt she meant it. “My sources only said there was trouble with your family, and that it was serious.” She gave him an arch look. “I thought you might wish to find out for yourself.”

Sundra stared at her. “You mean go back home to Rastanan, to Devrapatnam? Like this?” He held up his wrist, displaying the enchanted metal band there. Ruhi had a matching one. Those had been attached upon their arrival in Surpakat, when they were made into indentured servants—barely better than slaves. The bands bound them to their contract and its owner—currently Kosala—until they had paid off their debt. Until then, Sundra couldn’t venture more than a certain distance from Kosala—or, at least, the token she could give Sanga or another trusted employee—without the bracelet growing so heavy it would pin him to the ground, helpless against any who should approach. The perfect way to recapture an escaped servant without damaging them or reducing their usefulness.

And his home was, at best, ten days away with a fast ship and favorable winds. Which might as well be the other side of the world, to him.

His employer stood and stretched as if unconcerned, however. “Well, why not?” she asked. “It’s not like anyone there will know what it means. And if they do, they’ll understand you didn’t have a choice. Unless you’d rather stay here and let them face whatever threat alone.”

“No.” That didn’t even bear considering. “Of course not. But you’d let me go? I could perhaps convince Captain Khandereo to sail in that direction, though he’d never want to get in sight of . . .” Now she did smile, a quick, sharp little grin. “Ah. You intend to send me on your own ship—and to go with me.”

Kosala shrugged, causing her thick black braid to sway behind her. “Have to protect my investment, after all.” There was almost certainly more to it than that—the raja was nothing if not clever, and always thinking of how to get ahead, plus it was a long time for her to be away from here—but Sundra had neither the patience nor the brainpower to puzzle over that right now.

Ruhi must have read that in his expression because she frowned but sighed. “Fine. I’ll gather our things.”

“Not you,” Kosala corrected. “Your family is fine, as far as I know. So, you will stay here. I’m leaving Sanga in charge, and he’ll have your contract with him.”

She started to protest, as did Sundra. Separate them? After all they’d been through? But the pirate lord’s expression stopped them. It was clear she was not in the mood to argue.

“All right,” Sundra said, breaking the tense silence that had sprung up around them. “I’ll get my belongings.” There was precious little of that, anyway! Just his clothes, really, and the basic toiletries he’d managed to gather since they’d arrived here.

But again their employer waved him off. “I’ve already sent word to Uma,” she explained. “She’ll ready the Shikra and warn the crew. We’ll leave at first light.”

That made sense, of course. Even for an experienced sailor, navigating Surpakat’s natural bay—and the jal dvaar that kept it safe from intrusion—was best done in daylight. He nodded and made his way toward the door, Ruhi falling into step beside him. Kosala did not stop them, so clearly the conversation was over. For now.

He still wanted to know how she’d figured out his former status, or Ruhi’s nature. Plus, there was her unusual generosity in offering to take him home. The raja had proven to be a fair employer, surprisingly considerate toward and protective of her people, but she was still a pirate. She wouldn’t be going to all this trouble—and sailing into a major port in Rashtanan, where pirates were subject to a quick trial and quicker death, was guaranteed to be trouble—unless she stood to gain somehow.

There’d be time on the boat to ask such questions, though. And nowhere for Kosala to dodge them, either.


Chapter Two

Ruhi

The next morning, Ruhi was awake before Sundra, which was entirely normal. She’d been a merchant’s daughter and de facto assistant, after all, accustomed to being down on the warehouse floor well before dawn to supervise any early work and be ready for the day’s first shipments. He was a pampered prince who’d rarely had to drag himself out of bed before noon.

Well, perhaps that wasn’t entirely fair. When they’d first met, back on the Aden Star, she’d thought the extremely pretty, young nobleman was nothing but a vapid snob, too charming by half and too used to getting his own way, without any idea of hardship or real work. Since then, her friend had impressed her time and again with his generosity, his kindness, and his willingness to dive in and help others. True, he had been raised to wealth and had never really known hunger or want. But he’d learned quickly, and he was usually willing to admit when he was wrong or simply ignorant. Judging by some of the other nobles she’d seen—and not a few of the pirates they’d met here—her “brother” could have been a lot worse.

Which led her to other thoughts, about herself and her guise. She’d adopted her present appearance when she’d left home, knowing it would be easier to travel as a young man than an unaccompanied, single woman. When pirates had boarded their ship, she and Sundra had agreed to stand together, as brothers, and she’d become Rawal Chera. That was how she was known here on Surpakat, and throughout the Areyat Isles in general.

Except that Kosala knew who she really was. Had possibly, from the sound of things, always known, ever since they’d met. The pirate lord had chosen to say nothing, which didn’t surprise Ruhi—that woman played everything close to the vest, and never gave anything away for free. So why had she admitted to it now? And what did she plan to do about it?

A part of Ruhi hoped their employer would tell everyone, forcing her to drop the disguise and resume her true identity. It would certainly be nice not having to skulk about each morning and night, bathing in the dark with Sundra guarding the door, donning her beard and amulet as soon as when she woke up in case anyone knocked on the door. Nor did she think being a woman would hold her back much here. Back home, women were expected to be mothers and wives first and anything else a distant second. The pirates had, much to her surprise, proven a bit more enlightened about women. In addition to Kosala, there were three other rajas on the Padishad, the Pirate Council. The head of the city guard, Pillai, was also a woman. And there were plenty of other examples. Besides, Kosala cared more about talent and loyalty than gender. Ruhi’s current job handling the daily finances here on the raja’s estate wouldn’t have to change a bit.

But some things certainly would. Ruhi winced, feeling her cheeks flush as a certain pirate popped into her head. Tall, lean, sparing and blunt in conversation, with kind eyes and a quiet smirk, Sanga was Kosala’s second, an extremely capable pirate and sailor who was good in a fight but didn’t seem to revel in violence. They’d become friends in the weeks that she and Sundra had been here, and at times Ruhi wondered if it could be more than that. But how could it, when she was disguised as a man? Or, if Sanga preferred men, how would he feel once he learned she was really a woman?

Trying to distract herself from such thoughts, she crossed the small bedchamber to the other bed and shook its inhabitant awake. “Sundra,” she said as she did. “Time to get up. You need to go.”

That was another thing—once people knew she was a woman, what would they say about her and Sundra sharing a room? Would they think less of her? Would he?

Sundra stirred, shifting to peer up at her through heavy lids. “Can’t be morning yet,” he mumbled, rolling back over, then groaned as she shook him again. “All right, all right,” he groused. “I’m getting up.”

Ruhi quickly backed away and turned to face her own bed and the wall beyond it. He’d always been surprisingly considerate about her sensibilities, making sure not to disrobe in front of her, but he was only half awake at best, and it would be easy to forget himself. She didn’t want to add that awkwardness to their already complex arrangement.

She heard him moving, heard the bed creak, then heard the trickle of water in the basin, followed by rustling. “It’s okay,” he assured her, and she glanced back to see that he had a kurta on, and was stepping into a pair of shalwar, the trousers’ drawstring top disappearing under the loose shirt’s hem. His face and hair glistened from the water he’d just splashed them with, and though still sluggish he was clearly beginning to collect himself.

“Here,” she told him, offering the shoulder bag she’d packed for him the night before. “This should be everything you need.” She’d known he wouldn’t remember to do it himself.

He accepted the bag with a sleepy nod of thanks, but then glanced inside it and frowned.

“What?” Ruhi asked. “Did I forget something?”

Her so-called brother sighed. “No, this is great. Thanks. It’s just . . .” He glanced down at himself, at his simple, sturdy clothes. The clothes of a working man. “What will people think when they see me like this? What will they say?”

“I’d worry less about that and more about what’s going on with your family,” she reminded, doing her best not to roll her eyes. Honestly!

That snapped Sundra out of complaining about his appearance and he took to the hall, making for the front lobby. Ruhi followed after, intending to at least say good-bye before he and Kosala left. After all, they’d be gone for nearly a month, and that was assuming whatever was occurring back in Devraptnam could be dealt with quickly. As they rounded a corner, however, she spotted a short, heavy-set figure in a bright sari. Both the woman and her garb were familiar to them—but not in this setting.

“Padmini?” Ruhi’s long legs helped her outpace Sundra and reach the middle-aged tavern owner first. “Is everything okay?”

The older woman turned to her, and though her bow and her smile were correct as always, Ruhi saw concern on her face and especially in her eyes. All Padmini said, however, was, “Oh, there you are! I was beginning to get worried.”

Sundra caught up. “Hi, Padmini,” he said, offering the woman a hug. “What are you doing here? Did we still owe you for dinner?” It was her tavern, The Quiet Fire, they’d gone to with the others last night.

She glanced around them before leaning in. “No, that’s all fine,” she promised, keeping her voice down. “But—did you go anywhere else last night after leaving me? Or this morning?” When they both shook their heads, she harrumphed. “Thought so. Someone’s got it in for you, though.”

She explained, and a minute later they were dragging her down the hall toward Kosala’s office. The raja answered at Sundra’s quick knock, calling for them to enter, and they did, allowing an unfamiliar man to slip out first before practically forcing the older woman into the room with them.

“This is Padmini,” Ruhi explained once they were all in, and the door shut behind them. “She owns the Quiet Fire, where we went last night. She’s a friend, and she brought some . . . strange news.”

Kosala raised an eyebrow, nodding at Padmini and gesturing for her to explain. Which the older woman did, after only a moment’s hesitation.

“I get all sorts in my tavern, o great raja,” she explained, wringing her hands and looking more nervous than Ruhi had ever seen her. “Including some of the city guard. I just had a few of those there this morning—I open early for those starting work at dawn—and I overheard their conversation as they broke their fast. They were on their way to arrest a pair of supposed murderers.” And her gaze slipped to Ruhi and Sundra, making it clear who she meant. “I came straight here to warn them.”

Their employer frowned, fiddling with something small trapped between her forefingers. A coin, perhaps? “Who did the guards think they’d killed, and when?” Straight to the point, as always.

“Someone named Ilam,” Padmini replied. “Late last night or early this morning, I suppose.”

That received a grunt of recognition. “I know him,” the pirate lord stated, tucking whatever it was away in a vest pocket. “He worked for the governor, as his personal secretary.”

Now it was Sundra who frowned. “Around my age?” he asked. “Heart-shaped face and light eyes?” Sometimes Ruhi forgot how observant he could be, at least for certain details.

Kosala nodded. “Do you have a history?”

That made her “brother” laugh. “If you consider us barging into the governor’s office a few times, and him glaring at us as we did, to be history, sure.” He scowled. “We haven’t been there lately, though. Not since Laghari.” Dalpat Laghari had been the governor when they’d arrived, but he’d been forced to resign after they’d learned that he’d conspired to frame Kosala herself for the murder of two other rajas. Her housekeeper, Meera, was his daughter.

The pirate lord was still focused on Padmini. “Did they mention Sundra and Rawal by name?”

Padmini was one of the few who already knew Ruhi’s secret, but she didn’t hesitate or fumble as she nodded. “Yes. They said they had someone who’d seen them fleeing the Governor’s Hall right before the body was found, and that the Lieutenant Governor had recognized the description.”

Now Ruhi groaned. “Oh, of course it was her!” Chennama Macola, the new Lieutenant Governor, had been conspiring with the big, brutish raja Koliya, who was currently Kosala’s biggest rival. She had deliberately introduced several measures that would have benefitted him and him alone, presumably for some sort of payment. Ruhi and Sundra had helped their friend, the city guard captain Pillai, discover this arrangement and block the measures from going through. They’d exposed Chennama’s treachery to her own superior, but without proof the honest but optimistic Governor Malhotra had chosen to see it as coincidental favoritism and only issue a mild reprimand. Chennama was aware they were the ones who had exposed her secret allegiance, though, and her stare the last time they’d met had all but promised some form of revenge.

Kosala was rubbing her chin, clearly thinking things through. As usual, it did not take her long to reach a decision. “Pack your bag,” she told Ruhi. “Looks like you’re coming with us after all. We can’t afford to lose time proving your innocence right now, and I won’t leave you to face those charges alone.” She nodded to Padmini. “Thank you for letting us know.”

It was an obvious dismissal, and Padmini wasted no time bowing and backing toward the door. “Of course. I need to get back before I’m missed.” She did pause, however, long enough to squeeze both Ruhi and Sundra by the arms. “Be careful, you two.” Then she was gone.

Ruhi exited as well, back to her room—where she pulled out the already packed bag she’d left under her bed.

“How did you pack that fast?” Sundra asked when she rejoined them a moment later.

She grinned at him but remembered to keep her voice pitched low despite her glee. “I had a feeling the fates wouldn’t let us be separated like this.”

Their employer regarded her. “Good thing,” she acknowledged, quickly jotting something on a piece of parchment before rising to her feet. “Let’s move. Now.”

They headed for the front door, and it was only as they passed through and onto the porch beyond that Ruhi realized she hadn’t had a chance to tell Sanga, or to say goodbye.

She hoped that the first glimmers of sunlight would hide her flush of dismay from her brother and the raja.


Chapter Three

Sundra

Kosala’s house was just above the Pirate Line, the wall separating the city’s old upper portion from its newer lower one, and backed up onto the city’s rear walls. That meant the fastest route to her flagship was straight east along the wall and then up along the shoreline to the docks. Sundra knew speed was of the essence, but he was still surprised when they started along the path, and he realized that it was only the three of them.

“Guess we’re in a hurry, huh?” he asked as Kosala set a brisk pace forward.

“Always,” came the reply over her shoulder. “But I don’t feel like advertising our presence or our plans. So, yes, speed and stealth. Now hush and move.”

Ruhi snorted softly at the putdown, and Sundra shot her a glare, which only made her giggle more. It was a wonder anyone ever believed she was his dour older brother with behavior like that! Still, he understood the need for caution and kept his mouth closed as they made their way through the early morning light and the scents of old leather, salt air, tobacco, and strong wine.

Much of Surpakat was still asleep around them—pirates tended to drink late and rise later unless they were sailing with the morning tide, and the city’s older section was still very much rough and tumble. They walked by several people passed out in alleys or slumped in doorways, and he wondered if all of them were merely asleep.

They did not stop to check.

Up ahead, he caught a glimpse of blue between the buildings. They were nearly to the shore.

A shout shook him from his musings, however, and Sundra looked around—to see a group of men heading toward them.

Men bearing talwar and tegha and clubs and axes.

They didn’t look like they were planning to ask directions to the nearest tavern.

“Stop there!” one of the men shouted as they spread out, blocking the path where it turned toward the harbor. He grinned and hefted a nasty-looking axe with a spiked ball at the back. “Looks like the end of the line for you.”

Kosala did come to a halt, but she stood straight and tall, hands on her hips. “I don’t know you,” she stated loudly, “but I’m guessing you know me. Which means you know what’ll happen to you if you don’t clear out now.” She tapped her foot. “This is your only warning.”

That made the man and several of his companions laugh. “Big talk from a small woman,” the lead pirate sneered. “Especially when it’s three against ten.”

Ten? Sundra only counted four. But a hiss from Ruhi made him glance her way—and he stiffened at the sight of three more men approaching from that side, out of a small alley.

That made seven, and a hunch had him glance back behind them in time to see the last three cut off their retreat.

“Not good,” he warned softly, unsheathing his sword. At least Kosala had let him keep the one he’d acquired during the trouble with the weather mages. Ruhi was armed as well, but given her complete lack of training, the best Sundra could hope for there was that her mad flailing kept a few of their assailants at bay.

“I’ll take the front,” Kosala replied just as quietly. “You take the back. Rawal, you have the side.”

That was all the warning she gave. Her hand flicked forward, and the lead pirate grunted and collapsed, a knife protruding from his throat. Sundra took advantage of the stunned silence that followed. Twisting around, he bellowed and charged the men behind them.

The first one fell to his initial stroke, too surprised to react. The second, however, backpedaled to give himself room, and Sundra found himself battling the man and his companion at the same time.

Behind him, he heard footsteps and the clash of steel. Kosala had rushed her own foes. Closer in, Ruhi screamed, and more scrapes of metal followed. At least she was facing three and not four, and the alley they’d used for cover prevented them from rushing her all at once.

Meanwhile, his two foes were surprisingly good. Sundra found himself having to concentrate on the fight. He ducked one blow, blocked another, and kicked out, catching the first man in the knee. The pirate grunted, and his weapon lowered in response. Sundra’s next lunge took the man through the chest.

That left just the one. Sundra knew he’d have to finish him fast. He hoped Ruhi could hold on that long.

He turned to the man—and only then realized his mistake. He was facing a woman.

She grinned at him. “What, too nice to strike a lady?”

“Not really,” Sundra replied, raising his blade.

He never got the chance, though. Her eyes widened, and she crumpled—revealing Sanga standing behind her, his sword wet with her blood.

Sundra didn’t waste any time. He twisted about to help his “brother,” catching a sword stroke against his own and knocking it aside.

“Thanks,” Ruhi gasped.

“No problem.” Sanga had stepped up beside them, and Ruhi gratefully backed away so her heavier blade wouldn’t block their own. Sundra had soon dispatched one man, and Sanga took the other two.

Kosala had dealt with the rest of the ones in front. “What’re you doing here?” she demanded of Sanga, but she didn’t sound angry or even all that surprised.

Her first mate grinned. “I heard the sounds of a fight. Figured it might be you. Thought I’d lend a hand.”

The raja arched one brow, an almost smile tugging at her lips. “You heard that? From all the way back at the house? I had no idea you possessed such a Gift, Sanga.”

He spread his hands in response. “What can I say? Quiet morning, nice breeze—sound carries.”

Sundra laughed. “You just didn’t want to get left behind,” he accused, and Sanga’s grin widened.

Ruhi had been glancing about. Now, she knelt beside one of the fallen men. Sundra thought at first, she might be grieving, but then she made a sound and straightened, holding something in her hand. It was a metal disc, like a coin, but larger and flatter. And Sundra recognized the symbol at once, the standard skull and crossbones but with gold hoop earrings and a dagger clenched between gold teeth. He’d seen it on several ships before and flying over a certain raja’s home.

“It’s a ship token,” Sanga confirmed, taking it from her. “Proof the bearer crews for someone.” He scowled. “In this case, Koliya.”

Kosala muttered a curse. “How did that mangy son of a goat know we were leaving?” she asked in a low growl. “And why would he risk open war trying to stop us like this?” Fights were not illegal in Surpakat, but to attack another raja was a dangerous proposition—especially if they lived to tell the rest of the Padishad about it.

A noise reached Sundra’s ears, and he tilted his head, trying to catch it. Footsteps—and the thump of something alongside them. He couldn’t help but groan. He knew that sound.

“City guards on the way,” he told the others. “So, if you don’t want us being detained on that other matter, probably best we get moving again, double speed.”

Their employer nodded and took off once more, and the rest of them followed suit. Sundra noticed that Sanga hadn’t returned to the house, and when he shot the tall pirate a glance the man just shrugged. “Four’s safer than three,” he pointed out, still grinning.

After that little encounter, none of them could argue with that.

They made it to the docks without further incident and down the short expanse onto the water where Kosala’s sleek two-masted kotia waited. A weathered older woman with gray braids waved at them from the deck, and the gangplank was lowered and waiting by the time they reached it.

“Ready to sail when you are, Captain,” Uma informed Kosala, her voice as deep and rough as Sundra remembered. She did spare a glance toward Sanga, who just shrugged.

Kosala had followed the exchange and made a small noise of disgust—or laughter. It was hard to tell. “I’m not going to be rid of you that easily, am I?” she asked and uttered a clear laugh when he shook his head and smirked at her. “Fine—though I hope you followed my other instructions before you came after us. Now heave anchor, raise sail, and get us out of here!”

One of the crew had already approached Ruhi with a narrow metal bracelet, evidently remembering her last time onboard. She took it with a nod of thanks. The band pressed against the pulse and helped quell seasickness.

For his part, Sundra was thrilled to be back on the Shikra. He had always loved the water, and sailing, and was happiest on a boat. They’d spent enough time on this one that he already knew the whole crew, and quickly fell in with them, helping to get the ship moving slowly away from its dock and out into the harbor, then beyond.

They were away!


Chapter Four

Ruhi

She was standing by the ship’s raised prow, staring out at the waters rushing past, when she heard Sanga approach. There was something about his footsteps, the slow, steady sound of them, that she could always recognize, even here on the ship.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, and Ruhi glanced over at him as he gestured toward the bracelet she wore—not the indenture band but the one they’d given her yesterday as they’d boarded.

“Not bad,” she answered, smiling, though she had to turn away for a second as her cheeks warmed. Damn her, why did she keep getting so flustered around him? “Thank you.”

He nodded. Was he looking a little flushed himself? It was hard to tell, with his skin tanned so dark by sun and sea. “No problem. Can’t have you being sick all over the deck.” He coughed. “So. Devrapatnam. Ever been?”

Ruhi nodded. “You?” Inwardly, she was both surprised and relieved. Evidently Kosala hadn’t even told her first mate why they were going to the mainland! That was good, from the sense of preserving their secrets, and not all that shocking, given the raja’s tendency to be so close-mouthed. Still, Ruhi would have thought she’d have confided in Sanga, at least.

The rangy pirate was shaking his head. “Never been to the mainland at all,” he admitted with a wry smile. “Areyat born and bred.”

That made sense, though she still had a hard time accepting that some of the people around her had never left the islands and their surrounding waters. Like Meera, who’d grown up on the island plantation of Bahut Saare, and only been there and the stronghold of Enkar Bindu before coming to Surpakat.

Then again, until she’d fled home, she’d never been beyond her home city, either.

Sanga was regarding her with that clear, dark-eyed gaze she found both unsettling and oddly welcome. “What’s it like?” he asked, and she had to recall that they’d been speaking about the port city where she’d grown up. Where her own family still lived.

“It’s . . .” she stopped to organize her thoughts. “It’s nice,” she answered finally, which wasn’t exactly helpful, and she laughed at her own answer, eliciting a matching smile from him. Focus, she warned herself, and started again. “It’s bigger than Surpakat, with a flatter coastline. Just as divided in some ways, but without the clear demarcation of the Pirate Line. Warehouses spread along the docks, government offices above them, then craftsmen and shops beyond that, followed by homes, schools, shrines, and parks, then the nobility past that. There are canals cutting through the city from the shoreline, with footbridges over them. The ground rises a little as you go inland, becoming low hills where the mansions are, but falls away again past them. There’s a decent amount of greenery in the city itself, too, with bushes and trees everywhere, and the hills are a bit wild in the unoccupied areas, though there’s not much out past them, other than desert.”

He was watching her, and she forced herself to meet his eyes, even though that left her feeling oddly lightheaded. “You’ve got a good eye for detail.”

“No, that’s my brother,” she answered, reminding herself who she was to them. “He could tell you the flowers growing in front of each house, probably, and their crests and the colors of their curtains.” All of which was true. For someone who could be so dense about some things, Sundra was surprisingly observant about others.

Sanga snorted and looked back to where Sundra was scaling the rigging with another sailor to adjust a sail line that’d snarled. “He’s an odd one, your brother,” the tall pirate commented, though he was smiling as he said it. “Decent, though. Good in a fight and on a ship.”

Ruhi nodded. “He’s not bad,” she said, allowing herself a grin. “For a little brother.”

In truth, she knew she’d been very lucky to fall in with the young nobleman on that fateful outbound trip. He easily could have left her on her own, revealed her secret, offered her up to the pirates—all manner of things. Instead, he’d protected her, and since then he’d become a true friend and someone Ruhi knew she could trust with her life.

Perhaps it was strange that, for all his charm, kindness, and good looks, she was completely at ease around him and had no interest beyond friendship—yet got so tongue-tied around the tall pirate currently leaning on the railing nearby.

To distract herself, Ruhi gazed out at the water instead—and frowned. “What are those?” She pointed toward a handful of dark specks on the horizon.

Sanga looked—and straightened, cursing. Drawing a spyglass from his vest, he extended the brass device and pointed it in that direction. Then, without another word, he hurried toward the bridge, where Kosala stood beside the ship’s pilot.

Ruhi watched him go for a second, telling herself it was stupid to be annoyed or hurt that he hadn’t said goodbye. They were stuck on the same ship and would be for at least a few more days. She could still see him, and not all that far away. Yet, a part of her was disappointed, even a little stung.

Stop being so ridiculous, she told herself. And worry instead about those specks and why the sight of them had him so worried.

À À À

The specks were ships, which was what she’d suspected. And they were sailing in the same direction as the Shikra, meaning they were coming from the Areyat Isles and heading toward Rashtanan, though on a more northerly trajectory.

“Too far away to see any flags,” Sundra explained over the midday meal. “So, we don’t know whose they are. But going by Kosala’s reaction, they aren’t hers.”

Ruhi frowned over her own roti and dhal. “So, some other pirates are out searching for prey. Why is that a problem?” That was, after all, what pirates did.

Her friend shook his head. “They’re making a beeline for the mainland,” he answered around a mouthful. “If they were looking for targets, they’d be going more slowly and in wide circles to search the waters. Besides which, you don’t all set out together like that if you’re trying to sneak up on someone. Any ship seeing them coming will turn tail long before they can get close. Several ships together, that’s usually a merchant fleet or a naval patrol, but neither’d be coming from the Isles.”

That made sense, though she still wasn’t sure why any of it mattered. But she thought about what Sanga had said to her. Pirates didn’t typically make the trek to Rashtanan, or the Amaranthine continent in general. Why were some of them doing so now? And at the same time, they were. “Are they following us?”

But Sundra shook his head again. “No, they’re too far north of us. We’re just going in the same direction.” He frowned. “Too early to tell if they’re making for Bandarnagar or somewhere else along the coast, though it would have to be outside Rashtanan if they intended to all dock together. Those are the only two ports that could accommodate that number.” He shrugged. “It could be that they’ve nothing to do with us. But you know how much Kosala loves surprises that aren’t hers.”

That made Ruhi laugh. Their employer was notorious for hating to lose control of anything. Still, it didn’t look like there was anything to be done here besides watching and waiting.

“Do you think they’ve seen us, too?” she asked.

“Doubtful,” her so-called brother replied after a moment. “I only saw them because they’re grouped together. We’re just one ship, so they’d have to be looking in just the right place at the right time.” He shrugged. “Even if they did, they’re too far to do anything about it—we’re probably faster, and they’d fall even farther behind if they angled to intercept.” He smiled. “So, nothing to worry about.”

Yet, Ruhi knew she’d continue to worry and to watch for those ships for as long as they were still at sea. That was just the way she was.

Changing the subject, she asked, “What are you going to do once we dock?”

As was so often the case, her friend didn’t hesitate. “I’m going home,” he replied firmly. “I need to find out what’s wrong there, since Kosala couldn’t—or wouldn’t—tell me.”

She nodded but couldn’t help glancing at the pirate crew lounging all around them. “You’re going to have to be careful,” she warned, but he shrugged that off.

“Kosala already knows who I am,” he reminded her, though he did keep his voice down. “If she wanted to use that against me, she’d have done it by now. And she can control the rest.”

That was true, but Ruhi had come to learn that there was still a surprising amount of autonomy among the pirates, even within a single crew. What if one of them learned Sundra’s rank and took it upon themselves to ransom him back to his family? Would Kosala be able to stop that? Would she even care? The raja was always up to something, and right now, Ruhi had no idea what it was. One thing she was sure of, though—the pirate lord wouldn’t have brought Sundra home if it didn’t serve her own interests somehow.

Besides which, Ruhi couldn’t help worrying what this would mean for her. After all, she and Sundra were claiming to be brothers. That meant she’d have to go with him, but obviously his family wouldn’t know her. Was there a way to keep Sanga and the rest of the crew from being around to see that? Because once they knew she and Sundra weren’t related, it would raise a whole host of other questions—questions she wasn’t sure she was ready to answer.

Not that she’d have much of a choice at that point.


Chapter Five

Sundra

No sooner had the Shikra brushed up against the dock—they had wisely taken down and stowed away Kosala’s banner, arriving at the port with an Euskalerrian flag fluttering atop their mast instead—then, Sundra was leaping ashore. Ruhi had started as he jumped over the railing, not waiting for a gangplank, and he thought she might have meant to follow, but he shook his head. “No time,” he said as he hurdled the gap and landed, feet splayed, upon the worn wood of the dock. “I need to get home.”

It took only a second for him to regain his balance, and then Sundra was hurrying away, ducking past the approaching dockmaster and heading up the dock and onto solid land, then into the city proper. Fortunately, Kosala had already tossed him a small bone token yesterday, emblazoned with her house seal. The little chit was tied to both her and his indenture contract, allowing him to travel beyond her sight without harm.

Warehouses and shoreside taverns soon gave way to other businesses, the smells of smoked meats and dried herbs and fermented fruits fading into more delicate spices mixed with the tangs of curing leather, heated metal, and fired ceramic, then to homes, the scent of flowers and trees mingling with the aromas of cooking, cleaning, and laundering. It was early morning, and past the always active docks, only a few people were out and about yet. Those who were glanced curiously at this young man rushing past, in his silver-buttoned leather sadri and blue pagri. He didn’t exactly look local anymore, Sundra realized distantly, especially with the deeper tan his time on the islands and ships had caused. What a difference a couple months could make!

None of that was important, however, as he continued on, taking a wide footbridge over the Lower Canal and heading north and west. The houses grew larger, their lands more spacious, the scents of delicate landscaping and the sound of tinkling water from ornamental fountains providing a delicate background until he’d crossed the last avenue circling the general residential district—and started up the series of hills on which the nobles had built their estates.

There were more people about, with servants already beginning their day, readying animals and carriages and lugging food and other goods for their employers. On the streets, at least, those smells of industry were strong, but he knew that behind each gate and fence, such things were swallowed up by cleaner, fresher air. Sundra got fewer looks since everyone around him was busy with their own tasks, but he also knew that his pirate finery made him stand out more.

The problem, he realized as he neared his family home, was the staff. They all knew him, of course—but he’d left here in a hurry, after accidentally killing a man. Would his family’s retainers welcome him back or call for the city guard to clap him in chains?

He couldn’t risk being delayed, so as he neared the Aruvar estate, Sundra veered off to the right. He could already see the row of tall Vatsanabha forming a festive border, the purple flowers as vibrant as ever. Now, after the events on the Isles, Sundra appreciated the danger of those plants more than ever, and he was relieved to see that the old gap still remained, one of the plants in back having died away. Carefully, he slid through the narrow space and headed quickly toward the tall, stately home beyond.

The place was quiet, he realized as he approached. Far too quiet. The sun was starting to cast its light about the world, and by now, the servants should be up and about as well, yet he saw and heard no movement. The house did not smell of fresh roti, nor of the flowers his mother loved to arrange—or the overripe mango that was his brother’s favorite food.

Where was everyone?

Crossing the rear patio, Sundra made for the back doors. Opening them carefully, he slid inside, struggling to fight back the wave of memories that washed over him as he did. A tiny portion of those were from his Gift, his hand on the door handle showing him where the carved bronze had been and who had touched it so far today. The rest, however, were all his own, from having grown up in this place. There were some bitter memories, mostly of arguments with his father, but there were far more happy ones, especially those with his mother and even his little brother.

Struggling to push those down, for now, Sundra crept down the hall, listening closely. He heard no one, however. Not a single soul stirred. Nor did he smell anything from the kitchen. His father was an early riser, and always breakfasted at first light, yet there were no cooking scents in the air, no hints of ginger and cardamom and turmeric.

What was going on here?

A small sound intruded, loud in the silence, and Sundra froze, listening intently. That had come from down the hall, beyond the door at the end—the same door he had so often been forced to knock at and wait beside like a petulant child summoned for discipline.

The door to his father’s office.

Drawing his talwar, Sundra inched closer. Had someone broken in? Had his father taken the family away for safety? Was that the trouble Kosala had mentioned? He didn’t know, but whatever it was, he would meet it with sword in hand.

The door was not fully shut, which was another oddity. It had been properly maintained, at least, and the brass hinges did not so much as creak as Sundra pushed the heavy paneled wood, gliding it open. The office came slowly into view, with its high ceiling, polished bookcases, arched windows, and the massive desk at its center. A lone figure stood by one of the windows, facing outward, silhouetted against the early sunlight.

Whoever it was did not turn as Sundra slipped inside and advanced quietly across the tiled floor.

Moving closer, Sundra’s feet crossed over onto the thick rug, muffling his steps even further. He could make out that the figure was a man in a dark achkan, but nothing more. Sundra rounded the desk carefully and raised his sword, ready to strike if need be.

“Who are you?” he demanded, his voice loud in the quiet space. “Where are the Aruvars?”

The man turned smoothly, as if he’d known Sundra was there all along. As he did, his features finally came into view. He had a strong, squared face with dark, intelligent eyes beneath a stern brow, and his long, drooping mustache was thick, a few silver strands showing through it. Those eyes widened as they took in the armed man before him—and their gaze was much like Sundra’s own.

“Sundra?” His father, Sangram Aruvar, said, starting toward him but freezing at the sight of the weapon angled between them. “What are you doing here? Where have you been?”

“Never mind all that,” Sundra replied, glancing about and finally lowering his talwar. “What has happened? Why is the house so quiet?” His mind latched onto the two people he had most wanted to see, the two he had worried about the most. “Where are Mother and Sumana?”

At that, Sundra saw something he had never seen, never even imagined before. His father’s face crumpled, and he staggered, stumbling forward. If Sundra had not quickly dropped his sword, he might have skewered his own father, who suddenly gripped him in a tight hug.

For a second, they simply stood like that, locked together in an embrace Sundra had rarely experienced. But finally, he pulled back, pushing gently on his father until the older man separated enough for them to be face to face.

“Where are they?” Sundra asked again, but softly, unsure he wanted to hear the answer.

In response, his father, the noble and implacable Sangram Aruvar, sobbed, tears streaming openly down his cheeks and disappearing into his mustache.

“Gone,” Sundra’s father admitted, the single word sounding as if it had been ripped from his chest. “They’ve been taken!”


Chapter Six

Ruhi

Though she should have expected it, Sundra’s sudden leap onto the docks had still taken Ruhi by surprise. She immediately moved to follow—though a part of her warned that she’d not be able to manage the jump half as well as he had—but a strong hand caught her arm in a firm grip and held her back.

Wheeling about, Ruhi opened her mouth to castigate whoever had prevented her from going after Sundra. Those words died unspoken, however, in the stern face of the dark-haired woman who employed them both. The raja had changed out of her usual black and red finery, opting for a more subdued outfit in browns and greens, though still sherwani, choli, and gharara rather than sari. Between the change of clothes and the lack of jewelry—but the ever-present sword and daggers—she now looked like a merchant sailor instead of a pirate lord. She was still just as imposing, however.

“No,” Kosala said, accompanying the single word with a sharp look that warned Ruhi not to disobey. When she bowed her head, signaling acceptance, the pirate lord released her and stepped back just far enough to let Ruhi rub the now-sore spot on her arm.

“He may need my help,” she still felt compelled to say, but the raja shook her head.

“Sundra has his own problems to deal with,” she stated, retreating from the railing while Uma stepped forward to handle the dockmaster, coin in hand to cover any docking fees. “That is not why I brought you here.”

Now Ruhi was puzzled, though she instinctively followed the other woman over to the shelter of the main mast. “I thought you brought me because, with that matter of the death laid at our feet, it was no longer safe for me to stay.”

The older woman smiled briefly, no more than a flicker of amusement touching her lips. “That set the course,” she admitted. “But once it did, I realized it was for the best. I have a job for you.”

Ruhi glanced about, her gaze taking in the length of the ship. “I don’t see any accounts to balance here.” That had become her task back in Surpakat, after all.

She’d already guessed, however, that Kosala meant something different, and when the other woman responded with a small chuckle, she knew she was right.

“Your skill with numbers is impressive and useful,” the pirate lord admitted. “But it is your other talents I have need of now. Your ability to find truths and unravel mysteries.”

Now, Ruhi folded her arms across her chest and did her best to look down her nose at the shorter woman despite the aura of strength and command Kosala always exuded. “That was Sundra and I together. We’re a team, remember?”

“Not today, you’re not,” her employer shot back. “Today, he has his family to worry about. Which leaves you at loose ends—unless you really want to get in his way and distract him while he tries to help them.”

Behind Kosala, Ruhi saw Sanga frown, and inwardly, she cringed. She could all but see the thoughts running through his head. After all, they’d told everyone that she and Sundra were brothers. If Kosala was talking about Sundra having family matters—and not her—that exposed their lie as surely as if they’d scrawled it in giant letters across the sky. And if that basic fact about them was not true, what else had been false?

She would have to worry about that later, however. Right now, the raja was demanding her full attention, waiting for the only response Ruhi could possibly give.

Accordingly, she sighed. “No, of course not,” she answered. “What do you need from me?”

A tiny nod was the only acknowledgment of her capitulation before Kosala barreled forward with the matter at her usual no-nonsense pace. “There is a sword I need you to find,” she stated, her words pitched to carry no farther than the Shikra’s deck. “A very particular old sword.”

Reaching into her new jacket, the raja withdrew a small rolled-up parchment. Unfurling this, she presented it to Ruhi.

Drawn upon the thick, worn paper was indeed a sword. A talwar, Ruhi knew, much like the one Sundra carried, long and slim with a slight curve to the blade.

There were several differences, however, between this drawing and the weapons she’d seen thus far, including the one at Kosala’s hip. This one had the typical solid metal handle with a flattened disc at the top, and a thick but stubby crossguard, but on most blades Ruhi had seen, those were silver, or in rare cases gold, and often beautifully carved. The sword pictured here was all of some dark metal, most likely iron, and seemed utterly unadorned. Likewise, the knuckle guard was a single sweep of the same plain, dark metal, turning over into a simple knob at the top. Yet, for all that, there was a grandeur about it, even in a simple image, that made her catch her breath. Something about the weapon, with its clean lines and lack of ornamentation, spoke of danger, but more than that.

It spoke of power.

“So, what’s so special about this sword in particular?” Ruhi asked, the parchment still clenched in her hand even as she locked gazes with Kosala—always a risky business. “And what makes you think I can find it?” She caught the other woman’s smirk. “It’s here, isn’t it? In Devrapatnam. That’s why you brought me, because you don’t know this city, and I do.”

Kosala granted her a nod. “Correct. At least, I think it’s here. I don’t know.” The look that crossed her face was one Ruhi had seen there only a few times before—frustration, typically at not having all the answers. “It was thought lost long ago,” she explained, her brusque tone making it clear she was only providing this information grudgingly. “I’d given up hope of ever finding it unless I found some way to dredge the ocean floor itself.”

She smiled and extracted a ring from her belt pouch, holding the jewelry up for Ruhi to see. It was a simple enough piece, an old brass coin whose edges and detail had been worn smooth over time, set in a silver band, four prongs holding it in place.

“Then this turned up right before we left.” The raja turned the ring this way and that, the band catching the light even as the ancient coin remained dark, and Ruhi realized it was this Kosala had been toying with that morning in her office. “I’ve heard of one that matches this, and it was worn by a man from the same crew as the sword’s owner. But this one appeared on the finger of a man taken in a recent raid. A man from this very city.”

Ruhi understood the implication at once. “You think, if this is the same ring, its original bearer made it to Devrapatnam, so perhaps the sword’s owner did as well.”

That earned her another sharp smile. “That is why I want you to find it for me,” Kosala declared, tucking the ring away again. “Sundra may be brave, but you are the clever one. Find it, and I will pay out the rest of your indenture.”

That made Ruhi stop. The rest of it! They had already paid off half their accrued debt, but that had been only through extraordinary luck—and extreme danger. The thought that simply locating a lost item could cover the rest, could set her free, was astounding.

But not just her. “Both of ours,” she insisted, raising her chin. “Mine and Sundra’s. We’re in this together.” Even if he’s run off at the moment, she admitted privately. Still, he had good reason. The best, in fact.

Family.

Which, of course, made her think of her own. How was her father, Ruhi wondered with a sudden pang. The last she’d seen him, she’d kissed him good night—shortly before she’d run away, leaving behind only a short note saying she couldn’t stand to be made into something she was not, and so she was leaving to seek her fortune. Had he forgiven her? For that matter, was he still alive and well, especially since she hadn’t been here to help him?

She thought of her aunt as well. Rudra Naidu had not always been the gentlest toward her, but Ruhi knew her aunt loved her and wished her well, even if she could only conceive of that as meaning a good marriage and a bevy of children. Whether her father forgave her or not, Ruhi knew her aunt would most likely hold a grudge.

Best not to think about it. In fact, best to avoid them altogether. Seeing them would only get in the way of her new task. If she succeeded and was freed, then Ruhi could consider getting word to them and decide what to do from there.

While she’d been thinking this through, her employer had been watching her. Now the other woman came to a decision of her own. “Fine.” And, with that, the deal was struck.

Ruhi nodded and turned away, already thinking about where to start, who to speak to, where to look.

Part of that motion, however, was so that she wouldn’t have to face Sanga. Not yet. She knew the tall pirate would have questions for her and that she owed him answers in the name of their burgeoning friendship, if nothing else.

But she couldn’t deal with that. Not right away. So instead, she watched impatiently as one of the crew imitated Sundra and jumped down, then turned to catch the heavy mooring rope another tossed her. Soon, the boat was safely tied up, its anchors dropped as well, and Kosala turned to her.

“Right,” the pirate lord stated. “Where do we start?”


Chapter Seven

Sundra

His father seemed on the verge of collapse, so Sundra maneuvered the older Aruvar into the chair behind his desk, then sank down onto the chair before it himself. It was a familiar tableau, except that normally it had been Sundra fidgeting and sometimes even sobbing as he sat there, awaiting his stern father’s judgment over something he’d done wrong. Now, however, Sundra was the one leaning forward, while his father had rested his forearms upon the desktop and his forehead on them, his body still shaking with sobs.

“Father,” Sundra said gently, then more firmly when he got no response. “Father!” Finally, Sangram looked up, his expression more haunted than Sundra could ever remember. “What happened? Tell me.”

Never before had he dared to use such a tone with his father, the great and powerful Sirdar, leading noble of the city. But the sharp crack of his voice worked. Sangram straightened, gulping air and wiping his eyes with the backs of his hands. Finally, after a shaky nod, he began to speak.

“I came home two nights ago, and they were gone,” he stated in a whisper Sundra strained to hear. “We had a council meeting. I was only gone a few hours. Someone must have . . .” He trailed off again, staring down at his hands. “How could I leave them here? Why did I have to go?”

Sundra shook his head. “I don’t understand. Someone took everyone while you were gone? The cooks, the servants, the whole household?”

“No,” his father replied. “Just your mother and brother. Just our family.” He sighed. “I sent the rest away after that. It seemed safest, for now.” He brought his hands to his face, covering his anguished expression from view. “Too little, too late! What does it matter when the most important people in the world are already gone?”

Unable to stand seeing his usually stoic parent this way, Sundra rose and began to pace before the desk. “Who took them?” he asked. “Father! Who did this?”

His father hung his head and whispered three words: “The Shasak Samiti.”

“The Ruling Committee.” Sundra frowned, rubbing at his chin. “How elevated of them. But committee of whom? What do they want?”

This time, his father snorted, a hint of his usual strength returning for a second. “Want? To take over! They wanted certain concessions, laws to be passed in their favor, judgments to be rendered, properties to be ceded. I refused, of course. That is not how things are done. The law is the law and treats everyone equally.”

Yes, that was the man Sundra knew. It had been one of his father’s mantras all his life. “So, they asked, and you refused? There must have been more than that.”

His father shook his head, but Sundra was beyond showing any deference or parental respect. Reaching out, he grasped his father’s chin and dragged the older man’s face around until they were eye to eye once more. “What. Did. You. Do?”

Sangram batted his hands away, taking a step back, but no more. Anger flickered in his eyes, a familiar look, but then faded, leaving only a dull gaze behind.

“I wouldn’t yield,” he answered finally, his words quiet but still loud within the otherwise empty house. “They tried to talk me into it first. Then they offered me bribes. Then they threatened me. But I refused to give in.” His own hands tightened into fists. “So, they took Devi and Sumana to make me obey. I only know because they left a message pinned to the front door this morning telling me so.”

Yes, he could see his father being that rigid, that stubborn, regardless of his own safety or that of those around him. Still, there was something he did not understand. “You may lead the Nakar Palack,” he said now, “but you are hardly the only man on it. What of the others? What good would swaying you do, unless . . .” He sighed, stopping at the last second from smacking his forehead. “Of course. They went after the others as well, didn’t they? The other Sirdar? And each of them agreed to play along. Everyone but you.”

Sangram nodded. “Yes. At least, I assume so. Certainly, whenever a decision came up on a matter this Shasak Samiti cared about, the vote always wound up going their way.”

“But not yours.” Sundra could not keep the disgust from his voice. “You couldn’t even consider playing along, biding your time, gaining their trust, any of that. Not the great Sangram Aruvar.”

His father bristled at that. “The law is the law,” he stated again, his voice regaining some of its usual pompous rumbling. “It treats—”

“Tell that to Mother!” Sundra shouted, stopping his father mid-phrase. “Tell it to Sumana! Your pigheadedness is to blame for their being taken! You do see that, yes? You recognize that you are the one who made the choice, but they are the ones paying the price?” He glared at his father, a spike of pure hatred driving through him. For an instant, he considered punching the man. Or drawing his talwar again and . . .

And what?

Aghast at the thought and how ready he’d been to consider it, Sundra wheeled about. The front door stood partially open, whether from when his family had been dragged out or from when his father had returned to find them gone. He shoved it the rest of the way and darted through, out onto their front steps. But he couldn’t stop there, not with his father still close behind him, not with the scene of their tragedy mere paces away. Instead, swallowing a cry, Sundra hurried down the path, practically running as he fled the family estate.

“Sundra!” he heard his father call behind him, but he couldn’t stop. He didn’t dare. He wasn’t sure what he would do if he stayed.

Making his way out to the street beyond, Sundra finally slowed. Then he slumped to his knees, right there on the road. He leaned forward, fists pressing down on the cobblestones, head bowed.

What was he going to do? It had never occurred to him, while he had been fighting for his life in the Isles, that his family might be at risk here. Why should it have? They had all been safe and sound when he’d left, with only the threat of his misdeeds hanging over them, and that was only a danger to his father’s precious reputation. They were nobles, for Kolossoi’s sake! Barring some sort of violent, bloody coup, they should have been untouchable!

Clearly, this Shasak Samiti had not agreed. Whoever they were, they had found the Aruvars vulnerable and taken advantage of that fact.

Lifting his head, Sundra regarded the road winding before him, the estates to either side. This was the richest neighborhood in all of Devrapatnam. The quietest. The safest. How dare these people, whoever they were, come in here and disrupt that? How dare they invade his home? And how dare they endanger his family?

Climbing to his feet, Sundra felt the rage return, scouring away all trepidation, all fear, all hesitancy. It left behind only cold, hard determination. He would find who had done this. He would get his family back.

Somehow.


Chapter Eight

Ruhi

The dockmaster had been and gone, whatever Uma told him—and paid him—having worked, and the crew was busy tidying the Shikra, going about various tasks Ruhi suspected were designed as much to keep them busy and out of trouble as to do anything for the ship itself. That left Ruhi free to begin thinking about the problem Kosala had set before her, and how she was going to go about solving it.

As she stared out across the docks, however, her gaze barely registering the warehouses and boathouses there, a shadow fell across her. Someone had joined her at the railing. Someone tall enough to block the sunlight.

There was only one person onboard who fit that description, and it was the one she was least prepared to speak to right now.

Still, she could not avoid him forever, so Ruhi took a deep breath and turned enough to face Sanga. For his part, the rangy pirate seemed suddenly fixated on a smaller ship anchored at the next dock over.

“So,” he said after a moment, as the silence hovered about them, threatening to smother everyone present.

“So,” Ruhi agreed. She knew what he wanted to ask and decided it might be best to just confront the matter head-on. “You heard what Kosala said.”

He nodded.

“About the sword. Did you know anything about that before-hand?”

Sanga frowned. “No. I was there when someone arrived with the ring but had no idea why she cared about it—it’s not exactly worth anything, and I was busy making sure the house was in order before she and Sundra left, so I was not privy to the conversation itself. I didn’t see the picture she handed you, either, so I’m not even sure what this is all about.”

Grateful for the momentary distraction, Ruhi pulled the parchment from her vest and handed it over. The raja had not asked for it back, which made sense—if Ruhi were to investigate, she might need to show the picture to people. Like she was doing right now.

She watched as he unfolded the paper and studied the image upon it. He had an intent gaze, which she liked—when he was looking at you, you knew you had his full attention. Feeling her face warm at that, she focused on his expression instead. Was there a flicker of recognition there?

“I think—” he started but stopped. “It could be—” His words trailed off again. “I wonder if—”

This time, Ruhi halted him, though she couldn’t help laughing a little as she did. “If you’re not sure, don’t worry about it,” she assured him, taking the image back and refolding it to tuck away safely once more. “Actually, for the moment, it might be better if I don’t know what you think it could be. That might get in my way, giving me ideas. For now, all I need to know is that it’s a sword, it’s old, and it may have come through this city at some point a while back.”

He nodded, not looking at all put out by her wish to not hear his theories. “She did say it was lost a long time ago. I’m guessing at least a few decades, maybe longer. That won’t be easy to track down.”

“I have some ideas on where to start,” she assured him. “If none of those yield anything, I’ll figure out a different approach.”

Unfortunately, with the picture gone, Sanga’s eyes had returned to her, and his thoughts to the rest of that overheard conversation. “She said . . . about Sundra . . .”

“Yes.” There was no point in pretending. “Sundra and I are not in fact brothers. We’re not related at all.” She shrugged. “We met on the Aden Star, the ship that Khandereo and his men captured. When they asked for our names, we decided to say we were brothers, hoping that would mean they kept us together.”

Those sharp eyes were watching her closely, though she didn’t see any anger in them. Just contemplation. “Why go through all that, though?” Sanga asked. “If you’d only just met?”

Ruhi smiled, remembering those early encounters. “I could tell right away he was a prince, you know. He had that bearing about him like he was used to telling everyone what to do and just assuming they’d do it.” They shared a chuckle—that mannerism was certainly still there, even if their experiences since had tempered it somewhat. “But we became friends, I suppose. Two young men leaving home on the same ship. When we were attacked, I could see he was terrified—not of the pirates, but of being sent home. And me, I’m not much of a fighter. I’m not brave like he is. So, we agreed to watch out for each other. Like brothers.”

Sanga nodded, and Ruhi felt a wave of relief. Everything she’d just said had been true, of course. She’d just left out one very important piece. The one thing Kosala hadn’t revealed yet.

Why hadn’t she just told him, she wondered. Why not just come clean completely, admit who she really was, tell him her real name?

Was it because she was ashamed of her deceit? Or worried about his response when he found out?

And was she more worried about him being angry that she’d lied—or disappointed that she was really a woman?

He was still watching her and opened his mouth to say something. Ruhi braced herself. But what came out was,

“So, is Chera your last name or his?”

There it was, the chance for her to be completely honest with him. All she had to say was, “Neither. He’s Sundra Aruvar. My real name is Ruhi. Ruhi Naidu.”

Instead, as if watching from afar, she heard herself—in her consciously deepened voice—reply, “Mine. His real name is Sundra Aruvar. I am Rawal Chera.”

Sanga nodded, seemingly satisfied, but inwardly, Ruhi cursed her own cowardice.

Still, it had diverted Sanga, for now, as he moved on to other things. “But you do know this city,” he said, which was not a question. “The way you described it, that had to be from firsthand knowledge.”

“It is,” Ruhi agreed quickly, happy to tell the truth about something, at least! “I know it well.” She smiled, some of the immediate danger of discovery past. “Which is why I know where to start looking for this weapon Kosala wants.” She turned, looking past the docks, toward the rest of the city, inland and up. “That way,” she explained, pointing. “Past the artisans’ district and the booksellers’ lane and the merchants’ row, right beside the city guard’s island. There’s another island there, with bridges connecting it to the rest of the city. That’s where all the municipal offices are. The kavanar works there, and so do the nakar palack.”

Sanga scratched his nose. “So you want to go ask the mayor and the city council for help? Not sure that’ll go over well with Kosala—or with them, once they learn who you work for.”

“No,” Ruhi replied. “I don’t need them, which is just as well. I need the city’s archives. That’s kept there, too. I need to see if there are any accounts—or, better yet, any pictures—of anyone carrying a sword like this one.”

The rangy pirate beside her straightened. “Then what’re we waiting for?” he asked, gesturing toward the gangplank. “I’ve already got a chit ready, so after you.”

Ruhi glanced instinctively toward Kosala, but the pirate lord was deep in conversation with Uma. She did look up, however, as if feeling Ruhi’s stare, and made a shooing gesture with one hand.

Well, that was clear enough. What Ruhi didn’t know was whether it was all right for Sanga to accompany her. Then again, she was still indentured, so he would just be looking out for the raja’s interests. And if there was any trouble, she wouldn’t have Sundra and his quick blade to protect her. Better to take someone equally competent along instead.

That was all there was to it, she told herself as she led the way to the gangplank and traipsed down it. Sanga was just helping her with the task their mutual employer had given her—and making sure she didn’t get into trouble, or try to escape, or anything else peculiar.

The fact that it was just the two of them, alone, didn’t mean a thing… no really… and her face felt hot because of the bright midday sun, she insisted in her head.

Nothing more.


Chapter Nine

Sundra

Sundra’s father had returned to that same spot by the window in his study and was standing there when Sundra re-entered the room.

“You came back,” was all the older Aruvar said, not turning around. His tone was distant, and Sundra wondered if his father meant that he’d come back now or that he’d returned at all.

“Yes,” he answered, which he felt adequately covered both options. “Not for you, though. I’m here for Mother and Sumana.” Also true, but there was a tension in his father’s back and shoulders that made him add, “I’m sorry. I should not have lashed out at you like that. I’m upset and worried about them.”

Now, his father did shift to glance at him, and his face held hints of surprise and perhaps something akin to wonder. “You have changed. Before you left, you never would have apologized for anything. Or, if you did, it was merely lip service, trying to escape punishment for some misdeed.” Now he moved, stepping back into the room and facing Sundra fully, studying him with that intense, all-knowing gaze Sundra remembered so well. “Where did you go, Sundra? What has happened to you since you left, to make you grow up so quickly?”

There was so much to tell, but now didn’t seem the time, so Sundra shrugged instead. “It’s a long story, and we need to focus on other things,” he answered. “I’ll tell you all about it once we have them home safely. What can you tell me about this Shasak Samiti? Who are they?”

But his father shook his head. “I don’t know,” he answered slowly. “I’ve never met any of them, don’t know any names or faces. They sent messages, left notes, but they were never signed.” He gestured at his desk—once an object of such awe and trepidation that Sundra would barely dare even look at it, let alone touch it—and at the note lying squarely before its seat.

“Is that the note?” Sundra asked. “The one from this morning?” He snatched it up to study the simple message scribed upon it:

“We have them. Do as you are told and they will not be harmed.”

Instead of a signature, the message bore a stamp, like from a signet ring.

It was paired puli, the tigers posed in mid-leap toward each other, a scroll between them.

Sundra caught his breath. How dare they? The tiger was the symbol of the king’s own house! By using it, this cabal was declaring itself new royalty!

Except that it wasn’t, quite. Looking more closely, he could see that the large cats did not have stripes, or perhaps just a hint of them. So, they were essentially tigers, but just indistinct enough to get away with such effrontery. It was a clever little ploy.

There was another reason for his gasp, however. Because when he’d touched the paper, his Gift had sent a jolt along his senses.

His head swam as, overlaid on the image of his own hand holding that note, he saw another scene unfurl. A man was sitting at a writing desk, penning this threat. He was well-dressed, a handsomely embroidered angavastra draped over a fine white kurta, a deep red pagri sitting atop carefully oiled curls touched here and there with gray. A thick mustache and small, tufted beard gave distinction to an otherwise plain face, and his dark eyes were narrowed in a squint beneath thick eyebrows. Sundra did not recognize him.

His father had been watching him closely. “What did you see?” He knew of Sundra’s Gift, of course, but had always dismissed it as a mere parlor trick with no real value. It seemed his attitude had changed.

Sundra quickly described the scene in as much detail as he could. But when he’d finished, Sangram shook his head.

“I do not recognize that description either,” he admitted. “Which means he cannot be a Sirdar, Kunwar, or even Thakur. I know them all.” He did offer Sundra a fleeting smile, however. “Your description was very clear. Thank you. If I see this man, I will know him.”

“As will I,” Sundra promised. “But we cannot just sit here and hope he comes knocking on our door. Especially since, the next time you hear from them, it will no doubt be because they have orders for you—orders you’ll have to obey to keep our family safe, wherever they are. Which means we need to find them before that happens. We need to be out there, searching for them, and for him.” Part of that, of course, was his inability to sit still, particularly when there was a problem. No, he needed to be out there doing something to solve it.

He wished Ruhi were here. She always had a clear head. She’d know what they should do next.

Which made Sundra realize that there had been no sign of her or their employer. He’d rushed on ahead, true, but by now, they should have caught up. And while Ruhi had never been to his family’s estates before, everyone in Devrapatnam knew where to find the Aruvars.

Had something kept them at the docks?

Or was this another of Kosala’s secret plans? He’d assumed she meant to blackmail his family, using his indenture as leverage to gain something for herself. But the raja was a good deal more complicated than that and may have had other machinations in mind.

Regardless, he could not sit around and wait, hoping they could come up with a plan. Not when he had at least the inklings of one himself.

“You said they were taken,” he recalled. “Do you know where it happened? Maybe they left something behind that we can use.”

For an instant, he wasn’t sure his father had heard or registered the question. Then he nodded. “Yes. Yes! The vase by the door . . .”

Sundra was already moving, exiting the room and headed back into the front hall. Sure enough, the vase he remembered always being there was laying shattered on the floor, dead flowers strewn around the ceramic shards. The small table where it stood had been jostled out of place, and a colorful bit of cloth was half wrapped around one leg. Bending down, Sundra freed the item.

It was his mother’s scarf. He had seen her wear it a hundred times. It still carried a hint of sandalwood and rose, her favorite perfume.

“No blood,” he murmured, then repeated that more loudly when he heard the footsteps behind him. “There’s no sign of blood. So they weren’t hurt. That’s something.”

Standing, he coiled the scarf around his fist, wishing he could wrap his mind around what had happened as easily. His mother was one of the kindest, gentlest people Sundra had ever known. And his little brother—well, Sumana could be annoying, certainly, but he was only a child, and a fundamentally decent one, at that. The fact that they were both in danger now chilled him to the bone. And that fear for that safety prompted him to action.

“I will find this Shasak Samiti and reason with them,” he stated. “I can offer myself in trade for Mother and Sumana, if need be.” Though privately, he suspected his father would be far less pliable if it was only his life at stake.

Still, he had to try.

His father was already shaking his head. “You don’t know who they are or where they are,” he pointed out, some of his usual manner returning. “And if you do somehow find them, what then? What’s to stop them from just claiming you along with your mother and brother?” He clasped Sundra by the shoulder. “I only just got you back. I could not bear to lose you as well.”

That was unexpected, and Sundra had to blink away some blurriness before he could respond. “I will be careful,” he promised. “And I’m not so easy a target, especially since I know to be wary. But if I can find even one of these so-called ‘councilors,’ we could follow them and possibly find where they’re keeping Mother and Sumana. Then we could free them ourselves. They’d have no power over us after that.”

The older Aruvar chuckled, the sound both amused and a trifle sad. “And there is the Sundra I know,” he said. “Always eager to act, but not so quick to think.” But, where before he might have folded his arms and forbade Sundra’s plan, now he stepped back slightly, raising both hands in surrender. “You are a grown man now,” he stated, much to Sundra’s surprise. “And they are your family as well. I cannot stop you or insist upon you behaving as I do.” Sangram sighed. “Perhaps, if I were more like you, none of this would have happened at all.”

Sundra didn’t quite know what to say. His father, the always composed and proper Sirdar, wishing he were more impulsive? That was like the sun wondering if it should rise in the North instead, just for variety!

The two of them stood there a moment, both shuffling their feet and glancing down and away before Sundra finally gathered himself. “I should go and change,” he said, plucking at his vest. “Best to look the part of a Sirdar once more for this.”

At that his father’s mouth quirked. “It is a new look for you,” he agreed. “And not unbecoming, but you will have to tell me where you’ve been that you would dress this way.” He sobered, then. “Later. After we are all together once more.”

Sundra nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He cleared his throat. “Yes. Later.”

Retreating from the odd encounter, he stumbled up to his room, which had clearly been kept as he’d left it, other than the bed being tidied. This, at least, was familiar ground, and Sundra moved to his closets, quickly trading his rough kurta for a kameez of far finer weave, his vest for a silver and blue achkan, his loose shalwar for embroidered churidar. He’d lost his favorite boots to the pirates of the Kalinga, of course, but pulled on another comfortable pair, sighing in delight at the custom-fitted leather. His hair he tugged back into a quick knot held by a silver ring, and ears, fingers, and throat he adorned with some of the jewelry he’d left behind in his hasty departure.

Now, he thought, judging himself in the full-length mirror affixed to one wall, I look once again like a prince.

He’d even found a wide silver cuff to fit over the indenture bracelet, hiding it from view. That way, he could pretend to himself that the enchanted wristlet wasn’t there.

The only thing he kept was the talwar Kosala had given him. It was a decent enough blade, well-worn and well-maintained, and while not as fancy as his own, it had already served him well. He supplemented it with one of his favorite daggers, however, the hilts jutting toward each other at the front of his jeweled mekhela.

Now, the only question was, where to start?

As he descended the main stairs, Sundra considered that. What would Ruhi tell him, he thought. He could almost hear her voice in his head:

You don’t know who is in this cabal. But you do know they control the rest of the Nakar Palack. Which means, even if none of the other Sirdar are actually part of the committee, they must be in contact with them somehow. They can pass along your wish to meet if nothing else.

That was something. And, since all the Sirdar had estates in this same district, it meant Sundra was well-placed to start his search.

His father was waiting for him at the foot of the stairs. “Are you sure about this?” he asked as Sundra approached.

“I am,” Sundra answered, adjusting his sword hilt and the collar of his jacket. “We need to show them we’re still here and not afraid. If we can’t find them, we’ll make them come to us instead.”

Sangram gazed at him, then nodded. “You really have grown up,” he said, and the warmth in that simple statement nearly drove Sundra to his knees once more.

Instead, gathering his resolve, he nodded back to his father, clapped him on the shoulder in passing, and then strode toward the front door.

Sundra Aruvar was back, and he was on the move.


Chapter Ten

Ruhi

Walking through the harbor district was a strange experience for Ruhi. She had only been here once before, when she’d fled home, leaving everything she knew behind. At that time, she’d only just donned this strange new guise, with its altered gender and unfamiliar name, and she had no idea where she was going, or even who she was outside her family obligations. All she knew was that she couldn’t let her aunt marry her off, locking her into a lifetime of subservience.

Still, even though it had only been two months since she’d left, Ruhi felt she had changed a great deal. She was more comfortable in this new role now. She walked with more assurance, the way a man did. She studied her surroundings, not out of fear but out of open curiosity, seeing what there was to see. Her beard jutted proudly from her chin, leading the way, and her hand rested comfortably upon the hilt of her sword.

In addition, she had survived that time in service to pirates. She’d traveled across the sea to the Areyat Isles, all around them, and now back again. She’d had her life threatened several times, been in a handful of battles, been accused of murder, solved several crimes, angered several powerful people—and made more than a few new friends and allies in the process.

Yes, it was a different Ruhi striding off the docks and between the warehouses and taverns than the one who had left.

Back then, she had been awed by the size of the ships, terrified by the broad expanse of the water, mystified by the motion of the waves. All of those things were, if not second nature, at least no longer confusing to her.

She had wondered at this district, too, having never ventured here in all her time helping her father in his warehouse. But now, having seen several pirate ports, Ruhi could tell that Devrapatnam was larger, more active, and more prosperous than any of them, including Surpakat. There were more docks here, and they were both longer and wider, allowing more ships to moor along them and more cargo to be loaded and unloaded at a time. The scents of wet wood and tar, overlaid with sweat and fresh fish, mixed with the salt air. Workers were everywhere, rushing to and fro lugging bundles or shouting requests and orders and questions. Most of the sailors she’d seen had been pirates, lean and hungry, whereas here they were mostly merchants, still hardened but far less anxious, less alert.

Devrapatnam was the largest port in Rashtanan. An entire squad of guards patrolled the docks specifically, preventing theft or violence. Ships here had little to fear.

Beside her, Sanga was also taking everything in, his eyes scanning their surroundings. As always, the tall pirate carried a certain tension to his motions, constantly ready for action, constantly wary of attack. Yet, Ruhi could tell, from the expression on his face, that he was fighting not to be awed by the sheer size and breadth of marine activities here.

“So, where are we going, exactly?” he asked now, peering all around as the last of the dockside establishments ended, the ramshackle lanes here giving way to more orderly streets and more permanent structures beyond. “An island, you said. Within the city?”

Ruhi nodded, pausing only long enough to let a heavily laden wagon pass before crossing into the neighboring district. “Yes, just above us is Dveep Karagar, the prison island. It’s where the city guard is stationed. Right next to that, on the inland side, is Dveep Saragar, the center of the city government. We’re looking for the Puralekh there.”

He frowned, rubbing his jaw. “And they’ll just let us in to look through the records there? How is that safe?”

She laughed. “This isn’t the Isles,” She reminded him. “Those records are open to all. Most people couldn’t care less—they’re old and dusty and poorly maintained—but everything in them is a matter of public record.” Ruhi didn’t add that she’d been a frequent visitor to the archives, herself—for her father’s merchant business, it was often important to know about his competitors and partners, when they’d started out, what their holdings were, where they were based, and how much they’d invested, made, or lost in recent years. Outside of the government clerks themselves, she probably knew the archives as well as anyone.

Which could be a problem, she realized as they cut up through the mercantile district—fortunately, moving away from her own family’s building, which decreased the chance of running into Ganath or some other familiar face with every step. But she’d struck up a mild friendship with one of the Puralekh’s chief clerks, a man named Manoj Bava. Nothing indecent or even romantic, though she had occasionally wondered if he might be interested in her that way. Still, he’d known her better than most, and she was about to visit him again, which ran the risk that he might see through her guise.

It could not be helped, however. This was the best place to start looking for that sword Kosala wanted her to find.

They were still a few blocks below the twinned islands when Ruhi heard raised voices nearby. Along the docks, that had seemed normal. Here, among the smell of dried fruit and herbs and spices, things tended to be handled with a bit more decorum, so the sudden intrusion was more noticeable. And, by the tone of things, it was on the verge of turning violent.

Curiosity caused her to turn aside, but also something else that had been buried for the past couple months—a sense of proprietary concern. This was her city, her home, despite her having been away. If there was trouble here, she wanted to know about it and see if she could do anything to stop it.

That was a strange new thought, and Ruhi blamed her time among the pirates for it. Before, she’d have kept her head down—she was a young, unmarried woman, the daughter of a successful, if not prominent, merchant, and any kind of notice would probably reflect poorly upon her and her household.

The new Ruhi, however, no longer felt constrained to care about such things. If someone wanted to be shocked by her behavior, so be it.

Rounding a corner, the sounds of arguing became much clearer. Sanga had followed her diversion, but now put a hand on her arm, stopping her while they were still shadowed by a wineseller’s awning. “Does this have anything to do with the sword?” he asked her in a low voice.

“I doubt it,” she admitted just as quietly. “But I still need to know what’s going on.”

He didn’t argue that, which she appreciated. Instead, he said, “Fine, but let’s not get involved if we don’t have to.”

Nodding, Ruhi continued forward but at a more cautious pace. Keeping to the shade of various awnings, she covered the next block, stopping at the far corner. The argument was directly ahead of her.

Two men were discussing something in loud and heated terms. It took her a second to realize they were talking about the price of scarves and gloves—and another second to register that she knew both of the men in question.

The taller one, Arjun Choksi, sold such accessories. Ruhi didn’t know him well, but she’d seen him many times before, and her father was acquainted enough to stop and say hello whenever they met. The man was a consummate salesman, a fast talker who could charm almost anyone into a sale.

The other man, shorter but more expensively dressed, was Bhavin Aachari. He and her father were rivals, or would have been if Ratan Naidu was anywhere near as successful. But despite a reputation for ruining those who dared compete with him, Aachari had always been friendly toward them instead. He had even offered Ruhi’s father several commissions too small for him to handle himself, and each of those had proven profitable. He’d always treated her father, and her, with politeness and a show of respect for an equal.

In short, she liked him.

Choksi was the one raising his voice, she noticed. He was shouting at Aachari, “You can’t tell me what to do! I set my own prices, always have! If you don’t like that, too bad!”

Aachari’s response was too soft for her to hear, but she saw the taller merchant’s eyes widen and his face flush as he listened. He leaned back, as if trying to get away from the shorter, more prosperous man.

“I—” he started, but had to begin again after gulping air. “That’s not— let’s not be hasty here. I’m sure we can come to some sort of agreement.” More quiet words from Aachari, and Choksi deflated, his entire posture drooping. “Yes, all right,” he said, any fight now drained out of him. “I understand.”

Aachari nodded, patting him on the back, and then straightened and turned away. As he did, his gaze ran across Ruhi and Sanga and narrowed. He studied them a second, then nodded politely and continued his pivot, walking away at a relaxed, unhurried pace.

“What was that all about?” Sanga asked.

“I don’t know,” Ruhi admitted. “That one, Aachari, he’s a powerful merchant here, and well-known. I guess they were having a dispute over pricing. The other one, Choksi, must have been undercutting him. Which is dangerous, since Aachari has a habit of crushing and buying out smaller outfits, sometimes just leaving them to rot as a warning not to oppose him.” The man in question had vanished from view while Choksi had retreated to his own storefront, where he was angrily pulling prices from various baskets and shelves.

“So the first one controls the pricing around here?”

Ruhi frowned. “No. Every merchant sets their own prices. There is a guild, and anyone acting inappropriately will have to explain their actions to them, but that’s about it.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure what we just saw, but it wasn’t anything from the guild, I’m sure of it.”

A part of her wanted to follow Aachari and demand answers for such odd and aggressive behavior. But that wasn’t her concern right now. Or at all, really. That was part of her old life, not her new one.

“Come on,” she said finally. “The archives are this way.” She led them back around to the correct cross street at a brisk pace, determined to get back on track both literally and figuratively.

Still, she wondered what Aachari was up to—and if her father knew anything about it.


Chapter Eleven

Sundra

The problem, of course, was that Sundra’s father was right. He didn’t know who was part of the Shasak Samiti and who had been bullied or coaxed or bribed into acceding to their requests.

What he did know, from a great deal of personal experience, was that news traveled fast among the nobility. Gossip was their favorite entertainment.

Which meant all he had to do was get everyone’s attention.

And that was something Sundra was very good at.

Accordingly, he marched first to the estate only two over from their own. It was a good deal larger than the Aruvar estate and significantly more elaborate, with a tall hedge maze to one side of the wide marble walk and an array of fountains and walkways and bridges to the other. The house itself lay straight ahead, and was as grand as its surroundings, done in haveli style with high, arched windows and intricately carved balconies dotting the carved limestone exterior. The entire edifice shone in the sunlight, the glare almost painful, and Sundra was forced to turn his face downward as he approached, lest he be blinded.

Which was, of course, the intent.

Fortunately, Sundra did not need sight to navigate this particular path. He had been here far too many times before. Avoiding the wide marble steps leading up to the grand front porch, he circled to the right, passing around the side of the house. A tall, carved gate blocked his way, but he slipped the latch and stepped through, closing it carefully behind him.

Here the path narrowed, passing between vibrant flower beds before reaching a small side patio. The tiles of the floor were a handsome geometric pattern in blue and white, broken by a small, delicate fountain at the center and shaded by a carved teak canopy. Low couches and cushions were scattered across the space, and a quartet of young men lounged on them, sipping iced fruit juice and nibbling pastries.

“Well,” Sundra declared as he came upon them, stopping with one foot on the patio’s edge. “And here I thought the party couldn’t possibly start without me!”

All four gaped at him, but only for a second. Then they were all on their feet and rushing toward him. He braced himself.

An instant later, he was engulfed in a group embrace by his four closest friends.

“Sundra!” Armaan Gounder cried, slapping him on the back. “Where the Kolossoi have you been?”

“We thought you dead,” Madhav Konar added. “Or shipped off to some academy somewhere, or in some deep dark prison.”

“Or simply sent on a tour of some far-off estate to learn restraint and responsibility,” Varun Reddiar corrected. “Something a trifle less dramatic but a bit more realistic.”

“I thought you might have gone on the run, seeking fame and fortune on your own terms,” Chirag Mudalier put in. “So that you wouldn’t be beholden any longer.”

“So?” Armaan asked, pulling back enough to drag Sundra over to the nearest couch and plop down upon it with his arm still around Sundra’s shoulders. “Where have you been? Tell us all!”

“You look good,” Chirag said, as they all resumed their seats but now ringed around him. As it had always been. “Tanned. A little weathered, but in a good way. Hardened, perhaps.”

“The ladies will love you even more now you’re more roguish,” Madhav agreed with a grin. He passed Sundra a glass, filling it with fresh mango juice from a pitcher nearby, and Sundra could smell the alcohol mixed in.

For a moment, he was back to before all his troubles. Here he was, sitting with his friends, drinking, talking, and laughing. Planning parties, discussing conquests. It was as if nothing had changed.

But as he took the glass, his eye fell upon the cuff upon his wrist. The one concealing a slimmer, smaller bracelet. And the feeling of that secret reminded him that he, at least, was not the same as he had been.

And that he was not here merely to dally with his friends.

“I cannot tell you all,” he answered after a few judicious sips of his drink. “Not yet. But I will say one thing and one thing only.” He leaned in, and the others did as well, listening attentively as he lowered his voice to whisper a single word:

“Pirates.”

“No!” Armaan shouted, slapping his knee before leaping to his feet. “You are joking!”

Sundra shook his head. “I am not.” But he couldn’t help smiling. His best friend had always had that effect on him. Armaan might not be the handsomest fellow, but there was something wonderfully appealing about him, so much so that everyone who met him liked him.

Which was good because otherwise, he might have been insufferable.

“So you were, what, taken by them?” Chirag asked. He had always been the most astute of their friends. “Which means you must have been out to sea at the time.”

“Does this have anything to do with Jivaka Pawari?” Madhav asked. “He’s dead, you know. And I’ve heard some say you killed him.” He didn’t look upset by that or alarmed. More excited. But then, Madhav had always been the wild one in the group, even more so than Sundra himself.

Now Sundra found himself sighing. “I did,” he admitted. “It was an accident. During a duel.”

Varun raised an eyebrow in a way that reminded Sundra of Ruhi. “Was the duel an accident or just the death?” he asked, his voice as calm and quiet as ever.

“The death,” Sundra replied. “He challenged me to a duel. I could not refuse him. But I only meant to defeat him and to puncture his pride a little. Not his chest.” He shuddered, remembering that fateful morning. The Sirdar had taken offense at his behavior, flirting with the man’s daughter at a party. And his wife. And his sisters. He had challenged Sundra, and they had faced off at dawn. Sundra had already known he was the far better swordsman, not to mention half the Sirdar’s age, and he’d planned to mark the pompous old fool, but only lightly.

Unfortunately, Pawari had twisted when he should have turned, and what was supposed to be a mild slash instead became a killing thrust.

“I ran,” Sundra explained to his friends now. “I had to. Otherwise, my own father would have been forced to hand me over to the town guard.”

The others all nodded. They knew only too well what Sangram Aruvar was like. Of all their fathers, he had always been the most disapproving of their loud, loose ways.

“Our ship was overtaken by pirates, though,” Sundra continued. “I was their prisoner, for a time.” He smiled and raised his glass. “But now I am back!” Never mind that he was still indentured or that his employer was somewhere in the city herself. Telling his friends that would only confuse matters.

The others all cheered and clinked glasses with him, with smiles and jests all around. For a moment, they drank in silence. Then Sundra said, “Now, what is this I hear about some new group taking control of the nakar palack?”

Instantly silence dropped over them, broken only by the tinkling of water in the fountain.

Varun glanced around as if worried of spying eyes and prying ears. “You shouldn’t speak of them,” he warned in a low voice. “It isn’t safe.”

“Safe?” Sundra scoffed. “Since when have we ever played it safe? I’m surprised at you all! Frightened like little girls by some shadowy figures no one’s ever seen? What’s next, being scared of the dark?”

But Madhav, normally so foolhardy, shook his head. “They’ve been seen plenty,” he replied, his tone unusually somber and his face drawn. “By my father, among others. Not enough to know who they are, but certainly enough to know they’re real. And dangerous.”

Sundra frowned. Madhav’s father Mridul was as loud and impetuous as his son. “I’ve never known your father to be frightened of anything—except your mother.”

His friend did not laugh, however. “I tell you true,” he insisted, his eyes wide and intent. “They sent him a message, the first time he ignored a request. It was the head of his favorite horse. It had vanished from our stables the night before.” He shuddered at the memory, and Armaan clapped him sympathetically on the shoulder. “Their note said it could have easily been my mother or sister—or me. He’s done as he’s told ever since.”

The others all nodded. “My father received threats as well,” Varun offered. That made sense—Vidur Reddiar was as pushy as his son was mellow, and not one to accept any attempt at intimidation lightly. “I don’t know what they were, exactly, but I know they worked.”

“They gave my father gifts,” Chirag said, and Armaan nodded. Their fathers were less aggressive, both quiet men but not forceful. Sundra could see where bribes might be enough to gain their favor.

“What did they use on your father?” Chirag asked, and Sundra scowled down at the half-empty glass in his hand, resisting the urge to hurl it to the tiled floor.

“My family,” he replied shortly. “They took my mother and brother.”

That brought gasps and cries of sympathy and support, which helped quell the anger rising inside him. For all their excesses and misbehaviors, Sundra knew his friends were true. If he’d asked, any of them would have sailed away with him or done anything else they could to protect him.

Right now, however, protection wasn’t what he needed.

“I want to speak to this Shasak Samiti,” he declared, turning a slow circle as if members of the cabal might be lurking just beyond the patio’s tiled border. “I want to hear from them exactly what it will take to get my family back home safely.”

His friends all glanced at each other. “They send messages when they want something,” Armaan said at last. “I don’t know of anyone who’s been able to contact them instead.”

“Perhaps not,” Sundra replied. “But they will speak with me. They will have to if they want my father’s aid.” He frowned at the world beyond this little enclave of peace and friendship. “And if I say that loud enough to enough people, they will hear of it.”

“What would you have us do?” Armaan asked, and Sundra turned and wrapped an arm around his friend’s shoulders, even as the others chimed in, pledging their help as well.

“Go to your fathers,” he answered. “Tell them I’m back and looking to strike a deal with this council. They will tell the rest of the nakar palack. And sooner or later, the cabal will hear of it, too.” They had to be listening, after all. How else would they know what issues were being addressed by the city council and who might still need convincing?

Varun nodded first. “I will,” he answered seriously. “We all will.” There was no question in his tone, nor was any needed. The others all readily agreed, as Sundra had known they would.

“Thank you,” he told them all. “I mean that. I missed you.” He clasped hands and hugged each of them in turn, setting his drink down on a small table as he turned to go. “I need to keep moving, though. There are other houses to visit, other places to be seen. I want this council to know where to find me when they are ready to have our conversation.”

“Send word if there is anything else we can do,” Armaan urged, embracing him tightly. “You can count on us.”

Sundra smiled at that. “I know.” Then he took his leave, lest he wind up relaxing too much and dallying when he needed to be on the move, and on the hunt.

The first piece had been put into play, but the game had only just begun, and he still had more moves to make if he hoped to have the advantage over his hidden opponents.


Chapter Twelve

Ruhi

It was, Ruhi discovered, very difficult not to giggle like the little girl she’d once been upon seeing Sanga, usually so reserved, gaping like a fish, his eyes bulging as he stared at the buildings towering ahead of them.

“What—?” he muttered as they crossed the low bridge, stumbling like a blind drunkard even though the walkway’s paving stones had been worn smooth over the many years of its use. “What is this place?”

Now Ruhi did laugh, though she patted him on the arm to show she did not mean it as a slight. “This,” she answered, gesturing at the island they were fast approaching, “is Dveep Saragar.”

Her tall companion shook his head, still agog at the structures before them. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said softly, almost reverently.

Seeing him so thrown, Ruhi took pity on him. “You grew up in the Islands, you said,” she pointed out. “I’m guessing there aren’t a lot of old structures there.”

Sanga considered that. “No, the oldest I’ve ever seen is Shaant Sthaan.”

Ruhi remembered the old pirate fortress—long since forgotten, until it had been claimed by rogue thalakurioi—and tried to keep her tone matter of fact to avoid any hint of condescension. “That was, what, maybe a hundred years old? Two?” As they stepped onto the center of the city’s government, she tilted her head back to admire the tall, intricately carved pyramidal building rising before them. “These were built a thousand years ago, maybe more. Back when Devraptnam was just gaining prominence as a port. These two islands had been colonized first since they were naturally defensible, and as the city grew, they became more and more important, and more imposing as a result.” She thought her father would be proud of her for remembering all that, since he had been the one to tutor her in their city’s history when she was little.

The pirate beside her was still staring. “A thousand years old,” he repeated. “I didn’t think anything could last that long except the sun and the sea.”

Ruhi smiled. “Supposedly, there are buildings in Rajdatram that’re ten times that.” She’d never been to the nation’s capital herself, nor had her father, but she’d heard the stories. Some of the catacombs there were said to be truly ancient.

Maybe someday she’d get the chance to see for herself.

Of course, that meant winning her freedom, which she wasn’t going to manage standing around here. “Come on,” she said and led the way off the bridge and down the path between buildings. Sanga followed after a moment, his usual smooth stride still rendered uneven by his shock. It was the only time Ruhi had ever seen him at such a loss, and she was not entirely sure she liked it.

Fortunately, she knew her way around the island quite well, having come here on errands many times. Indeed, she’d often invented reasons to escape the narrow, spice-heavy aisles of her father’s warehouse and come here, where she could be out in the open air yet still surrounded by solid stone. She found the age-worn edifices comforting, and liked how their tall, sloping sides muffled sound so that even with dozens or scores of people hurrying past, it was still quiet enough for her to hear herself think.

Her aunt, of course, had hated it when she came here. “Filling her head with dusty old facts and roughening her fingers on moldy old paper,” Rudra Naidu would complain. “What sort of man will want a girl like that?”

Well, Auntie, I am back among the books, Ruhi thought as she passed among the government buildings, bypassing the city council chambers and making straight for the archives. And my love of books and facts and numbers has come in handy, thank you very much.

“How can you tell them apart?” Sanga complained as they marched past another building without stopping. “They all look alike! And they’re all huge!”

“They were all built around the same time and in the same style,” Ruhi agreed. “And yes, they were all styled to impress, as well as to give thanks to the gods for the city’s prosperity. But I can tell them apart. That is the one we want.”

The building she indicated stood across a small courtyard from the rest and was not as tall as a few of the others, with more squared sides and top and a massive arch cutting straight through its center. From a distance it might have resembled a blocky tunnel, but up close its scale gave it grandeur and an endearing sense of permanence.

“This,” Ruhi explained, angling toward the right side and stopping there to tug at the heavy wood door set into a deep frame, allowing a puff of dry, dusty air to emerge, “is the Puralekh.”

Inside, she paused to let her eyes adjust to the dimness, for the ornate iron lanterns mounted high along the corridor could not match the sunlight outside. Once she could see clearly again, Ruhi continued down into the building, following the slender hallway to a door on her right. She knocked first, waiting for the echoes to die down and for someone to call “Enter!” from within before doing so, Sanga pushing through right behind her.

The archivists’ reception desk was exactly how she remembered it: an enormous wooden construction that looked as if some colossal tree had been felled and an entire section of its trunk carved to create the heavy furniture. The wood was nearly black from centuries of thick lacquer and almost perfectly smooth from just as many years of hands running across it. It made the chamber feel small and cozy, though Ruhi knew if she stood on Sanga’s shoulders she would still not be able to reach up and touch the beamed ceiling, and possibly not even the inverted pyramid shapes of the iron chandeliers dangling down from there at regular intervals. Those did produce enough light for her to easily see the desk, however, and the mounds of books and scrolls piled at various points along it—and also the man standing behind them, the curve of his bare scalp just visible over one such stack.

Ruhi took a deep breath, tasting old paper and ancient wood polish. She had both hoped and feared it would be him, though of course she’d known it had to be.

After all, Manoj Bava had devoted his life to the archives. Where else would he be?

“May I help you?” the clerk asked now, his voice as thin and reedy as Ruhi remembered it, much like the man himself. She watched him closely as she approached but saw no hint of recognition in his gaze. Good. That was for the best, at least for now.

“Good morning,” she replied. “I was hoping to search the archives for references to a particular artifact. It is for a treatise I am preparing for the collegium.” She had decided, on the way here, that this was the safest approach. Technically, the archives were open to all, but few used them and even fewer did so extensively. A scholar, however, was exactly the sort of person who might. There were usually a few lurking somewhere in the halls or hunkered down at long tables in the reading room.

Bava dipped his head. “Of course. What is it you are researching?”

This was the tricky part. How much could she tell him without giving it away? Because, based on Kosala’s own interest, Ruhi suspected others might also wish to know the sword’s whereabouts, if such a thing could be discovered. She didn’t want to risk word of her search getting out and someone beating her to it. Who knew when she’d get such a good chance at freedom again?

“Old armaments,” she answered after a second. “Particularly those of a nautical bent.” That was broad enough to be safe but narrow enough to provide some parameters.

The clerk considered that a moment before posing a second question: “Of what age?”

Unfortunately, Ruhi was even less sure about that. She turned to Sanga, but he only shrugged. He’d already said he didn’t know anything about this sword himself. “At least a century back,” she finally decided, based on the ring Kosala had shown her and the fact that she’d said the sword had been long thought lost. “Let’s start there.”

Bava nodded. “Yes, I can think of several likely sources for that. If you’ll have a seat in the reading room, I will bring them out for you.” That was how it worked here. Only a handful of people who weren’t clerks themselves had permission to wander the stacks freely. For everyone else, you signed in, put in a request, and then waited for a clerk to deliver the book or books to you. And you could not take them out of here, either. Notes were allowed, but the original materials could not leave the Puralekh.

Ruhi nodded, taking up the quill and signing the big logbook there. She put her current name, Rawal Chera. That was safe enough, as no one here would recognize it. Then she turned and took the short passage from the main desk to the reading room beyond.

The ceiling here felt even lower because the room was so long, with tremendous wooden tables lined up in a row from one end to the other. Not all of them were occupied, and Ruhi selected an empty one, pulling out a heavy chair for herself. Sanga claimed the one beside her, and they settled in to wait.

“What do we do if we can’t find anything here?” he asked after they’d been sitting a few minutes.

She sighed before admitting, “I’m not entirely sure.” This was their best bet, after all. Anything significant that had occurred in Devrapatnam was recorded here. The problem being, someone would have had to consider it “significant.”

Manoj Bava appeared soon after, staggering under a mound of books and scrolls. He set these carefully down on the table before Ruhi. “Here you are,” he said breathlessly. “There are more, of course, but these should do for a start.”

“Yes, thank you,” she told him. The clerk turned away, and she immediately selected a scroll at random. “Look for anything about a sword,” she instructed Sanga, who scowled but picked up a large, heavy book and opened it with a creak of leather.

Then Ruhi lost herself in the words and the histories, as the present fell away, swallowed up by tales of the distant past.

À À À

“This is getting us nowhere,” Sanga declared, shoving another book to the side. “It’s been hours, and we’ve found nothing!”

Ruhi pushed her reading away and stretched, feeling her back pop as she did. “Let’s take a break,” she said, sliding her chair back and getting to her feet. “Come on, I’ll show you something.”

He grumbled something about wasting time but followed nonetheless, out of the reading room and through a door across the way. Beyond that was fresh air, though the arch overhead blocked out any direct sunlight.

Taking a few seconds to breathe deep and enjoy the breeze, Ruhi then crossed the covered walkway and opened another door, this one leading back into the building. Behind her, Sanga groaned, but she ignored him, cutting across a corridor just like the one they’d left and entering a room past that.

The tall pirate was a few steps behind her—and stopped, staring at the sight before him.

It was a match for the reading room, but instead of tables the floor was empty but for a few low benches. The walls, however, were completely covered, with tall paintings covering every inch on all sides. The sharp, heady scent of oil paint filled the space. “What is this?” Sanga asked, his voice reflexively dropping to a whisper.

“The right half of the Puralekh is devoted to texts, while the left stores and catalogues artwork,” Ruhi explained. “This room has always been my favorite, though. It’s the city’s portrait gallery. Every major figure from Devrapatnam’s history is immortalized here.” She led the way to the far end, where a short, stern-looking man with a massive beard and great bushy eyebrows glared out at them. “This is Yash Kahlon,” she announced, bowing as if introducing them at a party. “He founded the city and named it.” Next to him was a tall, dignified-looking woman with iron-gray hair and a steely gaze. “That is Diya Galla. She was Yash Kahlon’s great-niece. When his sons and grandsons and nephews nearly tore the city apart fighting for power, she stepped in and took control. She saved the city.” Ruhi had always admired the woman, who legend said had been fiercely independent. Why couldn’t she be more like that?

They strolled down the room, with Ruhi stopping every so often to point out particular favorites from history. After the fifth or sixth such, Sanga shook his head. “I have no idea how you remember all that,” he admitted with a chuckle. “I’d be lucky to tell you two or three rajas before the current Parishad.”

Embarrassed by the praise, Ruhi ducked her head. “I’ve always had a good memory,” she answered. Turning her face from his obvious admiration, she found herself gazing upon another painting, this one of a tall, broad-shouldered man with a thick mustache. He was wearing an elegant uniform of the time, his hand resting upon the hilt of his sword—

Ruhi gasped. “That’s it!”

Sanga stared at her, then at the painting. “What?”

But she had already pulled out the parchment Kosala had given her and was comparing the two images. The one before them had rubies set at the tips of guard, pommel, and cap, the red blurs nearly glowing against the dark metal of the rest, but otherwise, it was a perfect match.

“Who is he?” Sanga asked, staring at the man in question.

Ruhi shook her head. “I don’t know. Hang on, there’s a plaque.” She bent down to see it, squinting to make out the faded words in the dim light. When her brain finally registered what she was reading, she sat back on her haunches, too stunned to move as the old histories came roaring back into her head, threatening to overwhelm her.

After a second, she found her voice. “His name is Navi Pariyar. He and his father, Azad Pariyar, are counted among Devrapatnam’s greatest heroes.” She gulped, finally turning to glance up at Sanga before continuing. “Together, they led the city’s forces out onto the water and defeated the one and only attempt at invasion by pirates of the Areyat Isles, over three hundred years ago.”


Chapter Thirteen

Sundra

He was passing the home of the Babu family—and distracted by thoughts of their patriarch, a Thakur named Veer Babu, who he’d met as a fellow indentured tormented by the vindictive raja Udayin—when someone called Sundra’s name. “Sirdar Aruvar!”

Stopping at once, he glanced about, but there was no one in sight. On the edges of the Babu estate, however, at the corner of the tall limestone wall surrounding the property, was a massive mango tree, its wide boughs providing ample shade for the grass beneath.

And, in that shadow, Sundra thought he saw something move.

“Who’s there?” he called, stalking closer. He did not draw his sword—not yet—but rested his hand on it as he moved, a natural gesture but one which allowed him to loosen the weapon in its scabbard. He shifted the dagger at his belt and did the same, leaving both blades to rattle slightly with each step. “Show yourself!”

A figure emerged from the shade then, or at least moved forward enough to detach itself partially, though face and form were still little more than dark smudges. “Sundra Aruvar,” he called, the deep voice confirming it was a man, at least. “We hear you have been looking for us.”

Ah. He had hoped this would happen. Sundra stopped at the avenue’s edge, leaving the stone border and expanse of grass between himself and this half-hidden messenger. “You are from the Shasak Samiti?”

The figure nodded. “We are. What would you have of us that you have been bandying our name about so freely?”

The presumptuous tone—and use of a royal we—was irking him, but Sundra did his best to keep his own tone level, and his face calm, posture relaxed. Still, there was no sense being coy. “You have taken my family. I want them returned at once. Unharmed.” He stressed that last word.

He thought the other man smiled, though it was hard to tell beneath whatever cowl he wore. “We did not take them to upset you. In fact, you did not factor into our calculations at all. You were not present, and thus not a concern. It was for your father’s benefit that we acted.”

“For his benefit or your own?” Sundra shot back. “You took them to gain control over him. That is selfish, nothing more. And arrogant, to play with other people’s lives. And dangerous, to do so with those I care about.”

The man chuckled, a low, grating sound. “You think highly of your own importance or threat level. We wish no harm to them or to you. Or to your father, for that matter.” He spread his hands, which Sundra noted were gloved. Clever, to conceal any identifying marks or jewelry that way. “We are acting in the city’s best interests, and therefore in his as well. Our goals align, even if he cannot see it yet.”

“How is abducting innocents in anyone’s best interests?” Sundra insisted, setting one foot upon the curb. “Or bribing people, or bullying them? You can claim noble intent, but your methods prove you nothing but thugs.”

Now the man shook his head. “This is no way to negotiate, young Aruvar,” he stated, the tone rendering the comment into a taunt. “How will riling me or insulting my methods or objectives win your family their freedom? How will it aid you at all?”

Sundra scowled, but eventually nodded. “You are correct. I am angry and worried, and it is affecting my behavior. I apologize.” He spread his hands wide. “What would you have me do instead? How may I win their freedom?”

“Simple enough,” his shadowed interrogator answered. “Convince your father it is in his own best interests to ally with us fully. If he gives us his word that he will comply with all our requests without hesitation or resistance, we will return your mother and brother to you, safe and sound.”

Of course. And Sundra suspected the man meant it, too. Everyone in the city knew of Sangram Aruvar and his utter inflexibility when it came to justice, honesty, and law. If he gave his word, he would keep it, no matter what.

But Sundra also knew his father would never be able to make that agreement.

“I cannot speak for him,” he said now. “He is his own man and stubborn to a fault. But right now, he is not able to make any arrangement; he is too addled with fear and grief. Return my family and I will make sure he sits down with you, at least. You can present your arguments to him in person and convince him yourself. If he sees your viewpoint, he will agree to work together.” And if not, we will have you in a room where we can lay hands on you and hold you accountable for your crimes, he added privately.

Some of that must have shown on his face, however, because the man laughed again. “Ah, yes, I am sure you would like that, wouldn’t you?” he stated. “For me to emerge and present myself in your family’s sitting room for tea and cakes and conversation? Or perhaps we could meet at Dveep Saragar, in the nakar panam. Or why not on Dveep Karagar itself, in the gaol? Save you the trouble of having to drag me there?” He shook his head. “Do you take me for a fool, young Sirdar?”

“No, of course not,” Sundra replied at once, straightening and taking a step back so both feet were firmly planted on the avenue once more. “But my father works best when he can meet face to face and hear all the facts.”

There was something else, though, about this latest back and forth. Something at the back of his brain, something that had him tensing. It took him a second to realize what it was, and when he did, he had to struggle not to start and spin around, peering into all the shadows nearby.

This “ruling councilor” had been referring to himself as “we”—but had changed to “I” just now. And Sundra didn’t think that was a slip of the tongue. Rather, he thought the man had meant the plural in the literal sense, before.

As in, he was not alone.

Sure enough, several more shapes emerged from nearby shadows, some from the underhang of the Babus’ wall and others from the shelter of trees and bushes across the street. Their footsteps carried as they approached, though they were trying for quiet.

In a moment, he found himself surrounded.

“We admire your courage, Sundra Aruvar,” the man before him commented, with just a hint of stress on that telling first syllable and the touch of a smirk visible even from his shadows. “And your care for your family is touching. If you are not able to convince your father to change his mind, however, we wonder if you would not be more useful to us as an additional bargaining chip. After all, you are his eldest and his heir.”

Sundra nodded slowly. “I am,” he agreed. “And though I would value myself least among our family, especially in my father’s eyes, it is true that holding all three of us would provide you even more leverage than just the two you already possess. There is only one problem with that.”

“Oh?” the man had edged forward a little farther, enough that Sundra could make out a thick mustache above his smirk and a small beard below. It was the man from his vision! “And what is that?”

Sundra leveled his best glare at the stranger. “My mother is a kind woman and a gentle soul. My little brother is but a boy.” He grinned, going for the sharp-edged smile he’d seen Kosala and Sanga and others employ so well. “I am neither.”

Then, yanking sword and dagger free, he spun and leaped at the nearest member of the cabal.

They had closed in and were wielding clubs and sturdy rods. They wanted him alive, then. Which was a problem—for them.

Because he had no such restraints.

The nearest figure was short and heavy, even beneath dark robes. He stumbled back at Sundra’s lunge, batting ineffectually at his sword with a club. Sundra knocked that aside and cut the man’s throat with a swift sideways slash.

Before the body had crumpled, he’d turned and darted toward the next, a taller and leaner form. This one managed to block his first lunge but not his second, which slid into dark cloth and emerged glistening with blood.

Sundra was not sure just how many there were. He didn’t have time to count.

But, however many, now there were two fewer.

“Get him!” the man in front screamed, all attempts at subtlety gone. “If you can’t take him alive, kill him and leave his body for his father to find!”

One of the strangers froze at that, as if he had never even considered they might be called upon to murder. Another grinned, however.

That was who Sundra went for next. Better to eliminate the eager ones before they had a chance to enjoy their newfound freedom.

These men were not fighters. The grinning one didn’t even try to block—he swung for Sundra’s head instead. Sundra ducked the clumsy attack and skewered the man neatly.

Turning, he kicked another in the knee, sending that one tumbling to the ground with a shriek.

Ignoring him and the cowering one, Sundra turned toward the mango tree—but the shadowed man was gone. Damn!

Instead, Sundra grabbed the injured man off the ground by the front of his cloak. “Where are they?” he demanded. “Where are my mother and brother?”

The man—no one he recognized, and too shabby to be noble, at any rate—shook his head. “I don’t know!” he sobbed. “I don’t!”

With a growl, Sundra tossed him aside. The cowering one had fled while he was distracted, leaving only the injured man and three dead. No help there.

Sundra paused long enough to pull down the cowls of the dead. One of them looked vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t place the face. The other two were strangers.

A shift in sound, the screams of pain turning more to anger, made him turn in time to block the wounded man’s attack—with a dagger, he noted, not the dropped club. Sundra knocked that aside and stabbed the man in the heart.

The noise finally stopped.

Looking around, Sundra could only imagine the sight he presented—blood spattered his clothes and face, his blade was coated in it, and there were four dead at his feet. He would find no answers here, and staying for the city guard would only see him imprisoned, unable to do anything useful.

So, after wiping his sword on one body’s robes and then sheathing it and his dagger, he fled.

His father was not going to be pleased when he heard what had happened, but at least it had proven one thing:

The Shasak Samiti were real, they were dangerous, and they knew Sundra was after them.

But now they knew something, themselves:

They knew he was dangerous, too.


Chapter Fourteen

Ruhi

Sanga held out his hand and Ruhi accepted it, letting the rangy pirate pull her to her feet. A thrill raced through her at the contact but he didn’t seem to notice. His eyes were still fixed upon the portrait they’d found—and the sword displayed in it.

“Bhagskha Yang,” he whispered. Ruhi had never heard that particular tone from him before. There were hints of being impressed, and surprised, but it was more than that.

He sounded . . . awed.

“What’s a fated blade?” she asked, and the question burst full force into the hush, louder than she’d intended. It did draw Sanga’s gaze to her, however, and broke him from his trance enough for him to respond.

“Not a,” he answered. “The. There is only one Fated Blade.” He studied the oil painting once more, but now with a frown. “It was the weapon of Sivan Jhaveri. The Raja Samudree. The first—and only—ruler of the Areyat Isles.”

Now it was Ruhi’s turn to frown, as she mentally combed back through the stories she’d heard as a girl. “The Pirate King. Yes, that was who led the invasion attempt. They got as far as within sight of the city before the Pariyars and their fleet pushed them back.”

But her companion was already shaking his head. “That’s not how it happened,” he insisted. “I don’t know a lot of history, but I do know this one. Sivan Jhaveri united the Isles, and the pirates hiding among them. He was the first to do so. Before him, pirates were scattered about, living in shacks and tents or just out on the beaches or on their ships. They had no organization, no structure—and no rules. When two ships met, they fought more often than not. We were our own worst enemies.”

He took a deep breath, straightened, scrubbed at his chin with one hand. “The Pirate King changed all that. He fought anyone who resisted him, beat them—but then, instead of killing them and putting their ship to the torch, he enlisted them to his cause. With each victory, he grew stronger. Eventually no one could stand against him, and everyone in the Isles was forced to accept him as king.”

Sanga smiled. “But he wasn’t a tyrant. He wasn’t even cruel. Direct, yes, and deadly, of course. But he just wanted a better life for himself, his crew, and everyone else. He started the practice of having khets as well as durgas, so we didn’t have to rely on just what we plundered for food. Anyone who had a dispute, they brought it to him instead of just fighting amongst themselves. Things were still pretty rough, but it was a thousand times better than it’d been.”

Ruhi studied him. She could see he was being sincere—not that Sanga was big on deception in general. But what he was saying was so far from the stories she’d heard. “So what happened next?” she asked, crossing her arms. “Because what I was taught was that the Pirate King got greedy. He wasn’t content with capturing ships that strayed too far from the mainland. Instead his fleet roamed farther and farther across the waters, until they spied Rashtanan. Then he decided to take the entire country for himself.” She shuddered a little as she said it. The attempted invasion was considered one of the darkest moments in her homeland’s history. They had faced threats from neighboring nations before, but those had been few and far between, the mountains to either side and the desert behind providing natural protections against all but the most determined foes. They had always assumed the ocean would provide similar protection. She still remembered a storyteller at a fair recounting how people had felt upon seeing dozens, then hundreds of dark sails springing up along the horizon. It had been absolutely terrifying.

Sanga, however, laughed at her. “Why would he want anything to do with this place?” he asked, waving a hand around them to include the whole city and beyond. “Not that there’s anything wrong with it, but we had everything we needed in the Isles, including our freedom. Why come all the way over here when we could just wait and pick off any ships foolish enough to wander into our path?” He shook his head, the humor draining away. “No, it was your ancestors who picked this fight, not mine. They got tired of pirates going after their ships, but I think it was more that they got greedy and wanted all the gold they thought we’d amassed. So they put together an entire fleet and set sail for the Isles. The Pirate King met them just shy of Surpakat—it was only a rough port, back then—and battled them to a standstill. But he had his strongholds, his people, right there behind him. Yours were a week or more away, across the water. So finally what was left of your fleet gave up and limped back home.”

Ruhi scowled, though it wasn’t aimed at him exactly. “Those are two wildly different stories,” she pointed out. “But they both say there was a big battle, so we can assume that much is true. What happened to the Pirate King in your version?”

“He died,” Sanga stated bluntly. “Gave up his own life to ram your fleet’s flagship, killing the ones who’d launched the attack in the first place. After him, the biggest remaining pirate lords fell on each other, fighting for his crown. None of them were strong enough to take it, though. Eventually, one suggested they work together instead. That was how the Parishad began.”

Ruhi nodded, stroking her own chin. “That’s two things in common, then. Because in our version, he also died—though it was because the Pariyars sank his ship, with all hands still on board.”

The tall pirate reached out and tapped the painting before them. “If that were true, though, how did one of them get hold of his sword?”

Something occurred to Ruhi then. “You knew,” she accused. “When I showed you the sketch before, back on the Shikra, you knew it was this Bhagskha Yang.”

He grunted. “I wasn’t sure,” he countered. “I thought it looked like it. I’d seen images of Sivan Jhaveri when I was taught about his reign, but that was a long time back. And the sword I remembered was all blackened iron and steel except for the rubies in its pommel and guard. I did start to tell you,” he reminded her. “You told me it was better if you didn’t know.”

She ducked her head, acknowledging the point. “True. And I guess it worked out. But Kosala must have known.”

Her friend grimaced. “Of course she did. And no wonder she wants you to find it. The Fated Blade! It’s a legend! Bringing that back would give her even more influence over the others, and the Isles in general.”

“Well, it definitely survived the battle, whatever really happened there,” Ruhi commented, studying the painting again. “Survived and was claimed by Navi Pariyar himself.” She smiled. “That gives us a lot more to go on. He was a hero, like I said. There’re whole books written about his life.”

Sanga groaned. “More books! Maybe we should go tell Kosala what we’ve learned so far and see what’s happening with Sundra?” It was an obvious ploy, and Ruhi laughed at his eagerness to get back out into the open air, but she didn’t argue. Truth be told, she’d gotten used to being outside during her time in the Isles. Being cooped up in here for hours wasn’t as appealing as it had been back when this had been her only refuge, and it had been this, the dusty warehouse, or fending off her aunt’s influence in their apartments.

“Fine,” she said now, winning a happy sigh and a warm smile from him that made her heart sing. “Let’s go see her. Maybe she knows more about your Pirate King, anyway.” Though that would be going backward, Ruhi knew that any additional details could prove valuable.

À À À

They both smiled and relaxed once they’d exited the Puralekh, turning their faces up toward the colorful sunset and the cool breeze twilight was bringing. It was getting late anyway, Ruhi reasoned. Best if they made their way back to the ship. She wondered if Kosala planned for them all to sleep there or if she had some other arrangement in mind. Hopefully, one that would allow Ruhi some privacy, particularly if Sundra was not back to assist her in keeping watch.

She was a little surprised, as they retraced their path off the island and through the rest of the city toward the docks, to discover some bitterness attached to that thought. Not at Sundra, he had been extremely kind and she owed him a great deal. No, just at the fact that she had to be so guarded due to her secret, that she couldn’t simply relax and sleep like everyone else.

Of course, Kosala had evidently known all along. But Sanga did not. And she meant to keep it that way, at least until she figured out a way to tell him.

And after that? Who knew what would happen?

À À À

The Shikra’s masts at last came into view, peeking out among warehouses and taverns, and Ruhi felt her pulse quicken. She was eager to share what they’d found with Kosala and see what the raja had to say about it all.

But beside her, she felt Sanga stiffen and heard him mutter a curse. “What’s wrong?”

“Look,” he answered, and pointed not at their employer’s flagship but at a set of masts slightly behind it. “It’s the Kalinga.”

“What? Are you sure?” That was the same ship that had captured her and Sundra and first brought them to Surpakat. Its captain, Khandereo, was a decent man—for a pirate—and his first mate, Chhavi, had also shown them surprising kindness on that initial voyage. Plus, they had aided her and Sundra, as well as their weather mage Nalan, in finding the missing thalakurioi and defeating the rogue mages trying to take over the Isles.

But what would they be doing here? Like most pirates, they knew it was dangerous for them to come anywhere near the mainland, let alone dock at its major port!

Sanga nodded; however, his expression was grim. “I’d know those masts anywhere.” He led the way at a quickened pace, one hand on his sword hilt, and Ruhi hurried to keep up.

Sure enough, when they finally reached the docks themselves, they saw a small cluster of people waiting for them between the two ships. There was Kosala, with the tall and elegantly dressed Khandereo beside her. Chhavi perched on one of the thick mooring posts, carving a piece of wood. But the fourth figure was an additional surprise, one that made even Sanga stop in his tracks. “Pillai?”

The woman had obviously heard their approach, as she was already facing them patiently. She’d brought her long spear and leaned against it while waiting, though Ruhi knew her trim frame was more than capable of standing at attention with no such support, even in the heavy scaled tunic and circular metal cap that marked her role as one of Surpakat’s city guards.

But Ahilya Pillai was more than just any guard. She was their captain, responsible for the city’s safety. Why would she be here instead?

She answered that question herself, striding forward to meet them a few paces ahead of the others. “Sanga. Rawal.” Her deep, clear voice was neither warm nor cold, friendly nor brusque, but her sharp eyes glanced past them. “Where is your brother?”

Ruhi shot a look at Kosala, who shook her head. So she had not revealed the reason for their trip—or probably anything else—to the guard captain. “He’s tending to some things. Why are you here, Pillai? What’s happened?”

Her friend—and she did consider Pillai as such, after all they’d been through together—grimaced slightly. “Do you really not know? About Ilam?”

“Oh.” With everything that had happened since they’d left Surpakat, Ruhi had actually forgotten what Padmini had told them—even though that had, ostensibly, been the reason Kosala had brought her along. “Yes, we heard. I’m so sorry. He seemed nice.”

It was an empty phrase, perhaps, and Pillai brushed it aside as such. “If you know he’s dead, then you know you and Sundra stand accused of his murder,” she stated, her tone now all business. “Yet you fled the Isles. Why?”

“We didn’t flee,” Ruhi protested. “Kosala had urgent business here and needed our knowledge of the city. The timing was just a coincidence.” Which was at least partially true.

Pillai shook her head. “You do see how it looks, though, don’t you?” she asked, and that was their friend speaking now. “He turns up dead, Chennama says she saw you flee the scene, and then you run all the way back here?” She straightened, raising her voice so the others could hear. “I have been charged by the governor with apprehending you and Sundra, arresting you both for Ilam’s murder, and bringing you back to Surpakat to stand trial immediately upon your return.”

The sound of boots came from the Kalinga, along with the distinctive thump of spear ends between steps, as five more guards marched down the gangplank, stomping across the docks to surround Ruhi—and Sanga, who had yet to leave her side.


Chapter Fifteen

Sundra

As Sundra’d predicted, his father was not happy about the recent turn of events.

“You killed them?” he said, staring up at Sundra from his chair. “All of them? A whole group of men, of citizens, and you killed them?”

Sundra sighed, feeling as if he’d never left—though the details might be different, and a bit more dire, this particular scene, of him trying to defend his actions to his father, was all too familiar. “First off, they were trying to kill me,” he pointed out. “And they would have, if I hadn’t killed them first. Second, I didn’t kill them all. One of them got away. The leader.” He glanced at the paper still lying where he’d left it before, between them on his father’s desk. “The man who wrote that note.”

That got his father’s attention. “You saw him? You spoke to him? What did he say?” Sangram Aruvar leaned forward eagerly. “Are Devi and Sumana safe?”

“They are . . . for now,” Sundra replied. “And it’s still in his best interest to keep them that way if he hopes to force you into compliance.” He scowled. “That’s what he wanted to use me for, as well. When he realized that wasn’t going to work, he had his thugs try to kill me.” He couldn’t help adding, “Four of them. At once. Against just me. And I won.”

His father waved that away. “Yes, yes. Fine work—for a murderer. Did you learn anything from them?”

Sundra shook his head. “No. One of them looked a little familiar, but not enough for me to place him. The other three, I didn’t know at all. And the leader, I’ve only seen him before in my vision.”

“Did you leave anything at the scene that could incriminate you?” was his father’s next question, and Sundra stared at him a second before replying. This was the man who always obeyed every law to the letter, and he was asking if Sundra had got away clean.

“No, nothing,” he answered when he’d recovered from that. “There’s nothing to tie me to them.”

His father nodded. “Good. Not that I condone such violence, you understand, but you’re right, they attacked you. You only defended yourself. And they were already kidnappers and extortionists, even before they became attempted murderers.” He rose to his feet, moving behind his chair and gripping the top with both hands as if holding on for dear life. “But what do we do now?”

“I don’t know,” Sundra admitted, leaning his head back against his chair, the carved wood cool against his hair. “I tried reasoning with them, but it was useless. And though I know what the one looks like, it’s not like we can just wander the city asking if anyone has seen him.” He sighed. “I can try luring them out again, but I doubt they’ll fall for it a second time. I’m sorry, Father.”

To his surprise, his father shook his head. “Don’t be. You were trying to help, and you at least provoked them into showing themselves. That’s more than I’ve done since this all started.” He growled, tugging at the chair. “I just wish I knew what to do next!”

Sundra didn’t either—but it occurred to him that he knew someone who might. “I have a friend,” he said carefully. “He came back with me. He’s smart—a lot smarter than I am. He may be able to come up with something to help.” If anyone could, it was Ruhi.

His father was studying him closely. “Came back from where, exactly? You still haven’t told me where you’ve been the past months and what exactly happened to you.” He scowled, looking more like his usual self. “And there’s still the business of Jivaka Pawari . . .”

But Sundra rose to his feet, holding up a hand to forestall whatever the older Aruvar had been about to say next. “I know, I know, and I promise, I’ll tell you everything,” he stated. “Once Mother and Sumana are home safely. For now, though, that should be our only concern.”

Sangram hesitated less than a second before nodding. “Agreed.” Straightening, he rounded the chair to clap a hand on Sundra’s shoulder. “So, where do we find this friend of yours?”

Sundra grinned. “Fancy a walk along the docks?”

À À À

Night had taken hold by the time they reached the dock where the Shikra was moored, and Sundra had to squint to see the darkened hull bobbing gently in the water, its furled sails a lighter blur above. As he and his father approached, however, several smaller shadows took on shape before the ship, figures between them and their objective.

Figures shaped like people.

“Who goes there?” a voice called out, deep and clear but undoubtedly a woman, and Sundra straightened in surprise.

“Pillai?” he called back. “Is that you?”

“Is this your friend?” his father asked as they quickened their pace slightly.

“No,” Sundra answered. “Or, rather, yes, but not the one I was expecting.”

They’d covered more than half the remaining distance now, and he could see Surpakat’s guard captain approaching, a quintet of other guards at her back. Just behind them he spied Ruhi, Sanga, and Kosala. What was going on here?

“We were going to go looking for you,” Pillai said as she approached, looking as capable as ever in her mail shirt and cap, spear in hand and sword at her side. “Glad you saved us the trouble.”

Sundra was still staring at her. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “And how—?” But he’d just spotted another familiar face, this one perched on the gangplank of an equally known ship moored just behind the Shikra. “Chhavi? You came on the Kalinga?” And just like that, he understood. “You’re here because of Ilam. I didn’t—we didn’t kill him. We had nothing to do with that.”

“Kill who?” his father demanded, clutching at his arm. “What is going on here, Sundra?”

Pillai had stopped just a few feet from him, close enough that he could clearly make out her pained expression. “I believe you,” she told him. “But I still have to bring you back. I’m sorry. You and your brother are coming with me.”

“Brother?” Now Sangram started forward, reaching out as if he meant to grab the strange, heavily armed and armored woman before him but thinking better of it at the last second. “You know where Sumana is?”

“Who?” Pillai stared at him, then at Sundra. “You have another brother? And who is this?”

The older Aruvar drew himself up. “I am his father, Sangram Aruvar,” he stated with much of his usual dignity. “And I have only two sons, Sundra and Sumana. Now, who are you, and what’s this all about?”

Pillai was shaking her head, and Sundra took pity on her. “I can explain,” he promised. “And I’ll go back with you—we both will. But there’s something I have to take care of here first.”

Not surprisingly, the guard captain disagreed. “I have my orders,” she replied, her grip tightening on her spear. “Please don’t make me do this the hard way.”

Behind her, her guards shifted their own stances, leveling their spears—three of them toward Sundra, the other two twisting about to aim at Ruhi instead.

Slowly, Sundra raised his hands, showing them both empty and open. “There’s no need for trouble,” he started—

Then one of the guards grinned at him.

It was not a friendly grin.

At the same time, the man lunged forward—right at Pillai’s back.

“No!” Sundra threw himself at her, colliding with his friend and knocking them both to the rough, well-worn planks of the dock.

“Wha—?” she started to protest. Then the spear sliced through the air where she’d been. “Zubin?”

The guard in question shrugged. “Sorry, boss,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. “Orders’re orders.” And he drew back his weapon, preparing to stab at her again.

But Pillai had rolled to her feet now. She knocked his spear aside with her own. “Don’t make me hurt you,” she warned.

Zubin laughed at that. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself—and your friends.”

Which was when the other four guards attacked.

Sundra was still getting back up. He didn’t have time to draw his sword. Instead, he pulled his dagger. Spinning, he blocked the second guard’s thrust, then slashed back. He missed, but his swipe caused the guard to jump back, giving him room to bare his talwar as well. “This doesn’t look like you’re trying to arrest me,” he pointed out as he and his new foe, a powerfully built woman, circled each other.

She laughed. “No? Maybe you resisted and I was forced to defend myself. I didn’t have a choice.” She tried a small lunge, which he parried easily enough. His return swing was still well short of her.

Dimly, he noted that the third guard was also inching forward. This one, a stocky man, was careful to keep several feet between himself and his partner. Smart. That way they wouldn’t trip each other up.

The remaining two, meanwhile, were menacing Ruhi—but Sanga was already there between them, his own blades in hand.

Sundra considered. He couldn’t take two spearmen at once, not if they kept their distance.

So he rushed the woman.

She backpedaled smoothly, keeping her spear between them. But he hadn’t really been aiming for her.

Her partner had kept his weapon pointed at Sundra as well. Only, now that meant he was almost aiming at his fellow guard, too.

Sundra swiveled and swung—at the man. Who blocked, reflexively lashing out in return.

And his spear slammed into hers, tangling them together for an instant.

Which was all the time Sundra needed.

A leap forward and a lunge, and his sword pierced her throat just above the mail. Sundra didn’t wait to see if the wound was fatal. He hauled back on his blade, freeing it, and spun, sweeping his sword in a wide, fast arc.

It took the man’s head clean from his shoulders.

Even as the male guard fell, Sundra returned his attention to the woman. But no need. She had toppled as well, clutching her throat, blood spraying from her neck.

Pillai had dispatched her own foe, and Sanga had put down one of the two on Ruhi. The last one had backed away, waving her spear to keep them all at bay.

“Give up,” Kosala suggested, still leaning against her ship as she had the whole time. “There’s only you left; you cannot win.”

But the remaining guard laughed, the sound high and shrill. “That’s what you think!” she declared wildly. Then she whistled—

And, out of the dark behind him, Sundra heard several voices answer.

Bloody Kolossoi. How many guards had Pillai brought?

But the men who emerged out of the night, charging him from the city side of the docks, were no guards. Nor did they have the look of pirates in general.

What was going on here?

First things first, however. Pillai moved up to join him on one side, and Sanga on the other. The three of them readied themselves.

Then this fresh wave of attackers was upon them.

Pillai’s spear took one in the chest, his own momentum driving the weapon farther in. She abandoned it with a snarl, drawing her sword to block the next foe’s attack.

Sanga hurled a knife, taking another man down.

After that, Sundra was too busy to pay attention.

These newcomers were clumsy with their weapons. But there were plenty of them, and what they lacked in skill they made up in resolve. Sundra was forced to block and parry with sword and dagger, barely preventing several blows from landing. His ripostes found flesh, but the men kept coming. One lucky strike had already left a stinging cut along his arm, and another had stabbed him in the side, though only in passing.

Beside him, Pillai and Sanga were in similar straits.

Then a dagger took one man in the throat. Another embedded in a man’s eye. Pillai cut a third down. Sanga speared a fourth. Sundra himself skewered a fifth.

The tide had turned.

The last two attackers, realizing their plight, turned and fled. Sundra found himself too drained to pursue them.

“Everyone all right?” he called instead. He received a ragged reply in return. “Okay, then.”

Turning, he stumbled to the nearest mooring post and leaned against that. “Sea and storm, what was all that about?”

“Perhaps this one can help with that,” someone replied. Kosala. Glancing over, Sundra saw that she had a woman pinned to the dock, sword at her throat.

It was the last remaining guard.

“What’s the meaning of all this, Geetha?” Pillai demanded, stomping over to crouch beside her treacherous warrior. “Why did you and the others attack them—and me?”

The woman snarled but stopped as Kosala’s blade shifted, drawing beads of blood along her neck. “All right, all right!” she managed, and the pirate lord let up slightly. “It was just orders.”

Pillai frowned. “I’m your captain.”

Geetha nodded—carefully. “Aye, but this came from above you.”

Sundra glanced at Ruhi, who nodded. “Chennama.” It had to be. The only two people in Surpakat who could countermand Pillai’s orders to her own guard were the governor and lieutenant governor, and as far as he knew, Narak Girish Malhotra had no reason to hurt them.

Sure enough, the beleaguered guard nodded again. “Yeah. She said you killed Ilam and had to pay for it. Bringing you to trial wasn’t enough. She wanted you both dead.” Her eyes cut to her superior. “You too. Sorry. She said you were in league with them.”

Pillai sighed. “Only because we all care about Surpakat and keeping it safe.”

“Surpakat?” Sundra had almost forgotten his father was there, as the older Aruvar had wisely stayed out of the way during combat. “The pirate capital?” Now he stared at Sundra. “Is that where you’ve been?”

Sundra shook his head, trying to figure out the best way to answer. He was spared, however, at a sound from Ruhi. She’d been kneeling by one of the bodies—one of the new ones—and had evidently tugged back his face covering. “I know him,” she said, her voice sounding strangled.

Moving to her side, Sundra studied the dead man. He was of average height and build, with a thick beard but thinning hair. “You do?”

She nodded. “His name is Emir Gambhir. He’s a merchant, moderately successful. I always found him oily and unpleasant.” He could hear the frown in her voice. “What’s he doing here, though, attacking us along with Chennama’s men?”

Sangram had moved to join them. “He must be part of the cabal, the Shasak Samiti,” he offered. “I’ve heard of him, and he’s been doing well for himself recently. Better than he had any right to, based on what little I know of his scope of operations.”

Sundra studied the unfamiliar dead man. So here were members of the cabal—fighting alongside city guards reporting directly to Chennama. What was the connection?


Chapter Sixteen

Ruhi

“First things first,” the man standing beside Ruhi announced, offering her a hand up. She accepted it, letting him pull her to her feet—and found herself looking at an older, stockier version of Sundra. Add a decade or two and a thick, dignified mustache, and he was the spitting image of her friend.

Sure enough, he concentrated on her, dark eyes boring into her own. “You,” he said. “Who are you, and what do you have to do with my son?”

Pillai was suddenly there as well. “I’d like to know that, too,” the guard captain said. “Because if you’re not Sundra’s brother, who are you?” Her gaze cut to Sundra’s father. “Or maybe I should be asking who he is instead. You said your family name was Aruvar? Not Chera?”

Ruhi sighed. “We’re not brothers, no,” she admitted for the second time since they’d set out. “When the Kalinga overtook our ship and took us captive, we lied and said we were. It seemed safer to have each other’s backs that way.”

The older Aruvar was watching her closely. Now he nodded. “Smart,” he acknowledged. “And you thought if anyone recognized his name, they would know he could be ransomed back.” His sharp eyes narrowed. “But you’re both here, with people I can only assume are pirates in truth, and I don’t see any chains. Plus, Sundra was able to come home on his own, no escort, no guard. So, are you still prisoners? Or have you fallen in with them fully?”

Sundra huffed, drawing the others’ gaze. “Really, Father? You think we’ve turned pirate?” He thrust his arm up, tugging back the handsome silver cuff he’d added there to reveal the indenture bracelet beneath. “We’re servants, Father! Bound to a contract until we earn out our debt!” He jerked a finger toward Kosala. “She is our employer, and I never would have made it back here if she hadn’t decided it was in her own interests to bring me.”

Kosala now strolled forward, stopping right before Sundra’s father and executing a short bow—the greeting of an equal. “I am the raja Kosala, at your service, Sirdar Aruvar,” she declared, her voice as ringing as ever. “Your son has been a valued employee, but I am sure we can reach some understanding as to the rest of his contract.”

Sangram Aruvar was eyeing her with the look of a man facing a poisonous snake, unsure if he should run, fight, or try some other gambit to avoid being bitten. “You are a pirate,” he stated carefully, raising his chin. “A criminal, a thief, and a murderer. I will strike no bargains with you.”

Beside him, Sundra shook his head. “It’s fine, Father. I’ll handle this. What do I still owe you, Kosala? Two dinar?” Tugging the heavy silver cuff off his wrist, he tossed it to the pirate lord, who snatched the adornment out of the air. “That should cover it.” His gaze landed on Ruhi and he reached for his ear, where a jeweled earring hung, but she shook her head.

“We have already come to a different agreement, the raja and I,” she assured him. “But thank you.” She smiled to let him know she meant it and that all was well, and after an instant he nodded back.

The raja had been weighing the cuff in her hand, but her eyes had stayed on Sundra and his father. Now, however, she nodded curtly, slipping the jewelry into her belt pouch and drawing a scrolled document from within her vest. Unrolling that, she withdrew one of the two pages and, pricking her finger with a knife, smeared something onto it. There was a spark and a pop and Sundra gasped as the bracelet on his wrist snapped, falling in two pieces onto the dock.

“Done,” Kosala stated. “Sundra Aruvar, your debt is paid. You are a free man.” She offered him the parchment, which he took dazedly. The other page she rolled back up and restored to its hiding place, winking at Ruhi as she did.

Sundra wadded up his contract before stuffing it into his belt. “All right, now that that’s settled, let’s get back to the other problem,” he suggested. “Namely, how would guards from Surpakat have men from the Shasak Samiti waiting to aid them?”

“What is this ‘ruling council’?” Ruhi asked. She glanced at Sundra’s father. “Some offshoot of the nakar palack? Not one you control, though, I take it?”

Beside her, she felt Sanga straighten. And, out of the corner of her eye, Ruhi also saw Chhavi perk up, the female pirate’s full attention now on the older Aruvar. Storms! She hadn’t been thinking when she’d said it, but of course they’d both be interested in such a high-value target. And while she knew Sanga wouldn’t act without Kosala’s say-so—and the raja clearly had her own plans where Sundra’s father was concerned—Chhavi was a free spirit, as was her captain, Khandereo. Hopefully, the fact that they were in an unfamiliar city, and a place where pirates were outlaws, would keep them from doing anything foolish.

Meanwhile, the man in question was replying to her, his face twisted in disdain. “Certainly not,” he informed her heavily. “They are an unlawful cabal seeking to take control of the city through any means necessary. Though they have managed to subvert many of my fellow council members, they have no hold over me.”

“Which is why they took my mother and little brother,” Sundra put in, his glare suggesting he blamed his father for that. “That was the culmination of the trouble you heard about, Kosala. We need to find them and get them back safely.”

Ruhi absorbed this new information, her mind racing. So Sundra’s father had been refusing to give in to this cabal, and in return they’d taken his family hostage? No wonder both he and Sundra looked so upset! “Do you have any idea where they’re being held or by whom?” she asked.

Both men shook their heads. “I had a run-in with some of their members earlier,” Sundra explained. “But they weren’t very forthcoming. And now all but one of them can’t say anything at all.” His expression was tight. “That one got away, but I’ll find him again. I have to.”

“I know many on the council now follow their directives,” Sundra’s father added. “But whether they are willing participants or merely dancing to someone else’s tune, I do not know. And it seems they have influence in other aspects of our city, such as the merchants. I know nothing about that, however.”

Ruhi’s thoughts had turned to the same thing, however, and to something more. “Chennama clearly has some sort of arrangement with them,” she told the others. “Which means they’re in communication somehow. It also means she’s getting something out of the deal, otherwise she wouldn’t bother.” She sighed. “I know someone who might have an idea about that.”

Sundra shot her a glance, one eyebrow raised. He knew enough about her to guess what she had in mind. “Maybe we should—” he started to say, no doubt hoping to find an alternative, but Ruhi cut him off.

“It’s your family,” she reminded him gently. “That’s more important.” Even if it meant exposing the rest of her secrets to everyone else here.

There was one possibility, however faint. “I need to do this alone,” she tried, aiming the request at Kosala. Not surprisingly, however, the raja shook her head.

“Not a chance,” she stated flatly. “It’s far too dangerous.”

Sundra spoke up. “I could go with her,” he offered. But just as quickly, Sanga moved forward, as did Pillai.

“I’m not leaving your side until this is all over,” Sanga declared, and Ruhi wasn’t sure whether to be thrilled or upset. Pillai nodded, and though that was a little less worrying it still meant one more who would have to learn the truth.

There was really nothing else for it, and Ruhi nodded. “I will need to change before we go,” she stated, heading toward the Shikra. “I’ll be ready soon.”

Sundra caught her arm as she passed. “Are you sure?” he said, too softly for anyone else to hear. “There has to be something else we can do.”

Ruhi smiled and patted his hand, even as her eyes filled with tears. “Wouldn’t you do the same for me if it was my family in danger?” He didn’t even have to answer that one. “Don’t worry,” she told him. “It will all be fine.”

She only hoped that would be true.

À À À

She had only just ducked into Kosala’s cabin in the Shikra—one of only two on the small ship—when Ruhi heard a knock on the door. She yanked it open, expecting Sundra or Sanga or even Kosala. Instead, she was surprised to find a certain female pirate standing there, holding out a bundle of cloth.

“Chhavi?” the woman had been one of the first pirates they’d met, back when the Kalinga had taken them. She’d somehow seen through Ruhi’s disguise from the start and had let her know it was safe to be herself but had not revealed her to anyone else. They’d met several times since and the other woman had always been friendly, even flirtatious.

Now, for once, Chhavi lacked her usual smirk. “I figured you wouldn’t have anything appropriate to wear,” she said. She offered the bundle. “We caught a fat merchant ship recently, and I took a liking to this. You’re taller than me, but I figured it’d work in a pinch.”

Taking the cloth, Ruhi unfolded it to find a handsome sari, beautifully patterned in black and tan, with a matching black choli and ghagra. “It’s lovely,” she said, admiring the soft, shimmering fabric. “Thank you.”

Now that smirk did return. “Want me to help you put it on?”

With a laugh, Ruhi pushed her back out of the cabin. “Thanks, but I’ll manage,” she replied, shutting the door in the other woman’s face.

Then, before she could change her mind, she got to work.

À À À

When she emerged at the top of the gangplank, Ruhi felt all eyes turn toward her. Sundra smiled to show his support. Kosala nodded, unfazed as usual. Sangram Aruvar looked puzzled. Pillai was clearly surprised. But Sanga—his mouth hung open, eyes wide as she self-consciously descended the narrow plank, her thick braid swaying behind her, and joined them all there on the docks.

“My real name,” she stated, slowly and clearly, “is Ruhi Naidu. My father, Ratan Naidu, is a merchant here in Devrapatnam. When I left home, I disguised myself as a man because it seemed safer when traveling on my own. And when Sundra and I decided to protect each other, it made sense for us to do so as brothers rather than brother and sister.”

Sanga finally got control of himself. “Yes,” he said, though he was clearly still stunned. “That makes sense.”

“And once you came to Surpakat as Rawal, you couldn’t change that without exposing my real identity, too,” Sundra put in. “You did that to protect me, and I am forever grateful to you for it.” His next words seemed directed entirely at Sanga, and Ruhi’s face felt hot as her friend added, “I treated her as my sister, and still consider her as such.”

The rangy pirate nodded but only managed to say, “Oh.” He was still staring at her in a way Ruhi found disconcerting—but not entirely awful. “You look . . .”

“Stunning,” Chhavi offered from over by the Kalinga. “I knew you would.”

That drew a sharper glance from Sanga, but a nod as well. “Yes. Stunning. Absolutely.”

To avoid further embarrassment, Ruhi slipped past them both to where Kosala and Pillai waited. “Shall we?” she suggested, turning and leading them off the docks toward the home she’d fled not all that long before.

“You do look lovely,” Pillai agreed quietly as they walked. “And I think the big lug is just too stunned to take it all in. Give him time.”

Ruhi waved at her to shush but smiled to show she appreciated the thought.

Then she concentrated on home and what she might expect there.

À À À

The warehouse looked no different than when she’d left, its heavy wooden doors shut and barred for the night, the lights within all doused. Upstairs, however, she saw lights still on. Moving to the smaller door beside the large ones, Ruhi took the key from its hiding place within a fake stone at the top of the frame and unlocked it.

“I will go first,” she told the others. “You can follow, but give me a moment, please.”

Then she ascended the spice-scented stairs toward the only home she’d ever known before her escape and the strange adventures that had followed.

It was late enough that they must have finished dinner, which meant her aunt had most likely already retired for the night. But Ruhi knew that her father would still be up going over the day’s tallies. And, sure enough, when she eased open the door at the top of the stairs, she could just make out someone sitting at the table, hunched over the large book they used to track such things.

Emerging, she carefully covered half the distance before deliberately scuffing her foot on the floor and coughing at the same time.

Her father looked up.

For an instant, he just stared. Then he was on his feet, chair falling over backward in his haste as he rushed forward, engulfing her in a massive hug. “Ruhi! Thank the spirits, you’re all right!”

She hugged him back, tears in her eyes again. “Hello, Father. I’ve missed you.” And she had. Ratan Naidu had been the one constant in her life, always there for her no matter what. It had nearly broken her heart to leave him.

Nor had it been kind to him, she saw as he pulled back to study her face. His own looked more worn, with more pronounced lines and more gray to his hair. “You look . . . older,” he said, then smiled. “But not in a bad way. More assured. More confident.” His eyes flicked to her garb. “And that is lovely. But where have you been? We were worried sick!”

“I know,” she replied, taking his hands. “And I’m sorry. I had to get away. I couldn’t just stay here and be married off, be someone I wasn’t.”

She was interrupted by the creak of a door and turned just as her aunt emerged from her bedroom. “Ratan, what is it?” Rudra Naidu asked, still blinking sleep from her eyes. “It’s late, you should—” She stopped and stared, however, as she finally registered her niece’s presence. “Ruhi?”

Rudra was a sharp-spoken, short-tempered woman. She loved Ruhi, that had never been in question, but could only see a woman’s happiness as depending upon a good marriage. As such, she had despaired at—and often railed against—Ruhi’s helping her father, working in the warehouse, joking and laughing with the male workers.

The way she clung to Ruhi now, however, made it clear that none of that mattered anymore.

Of course, it couldn’t last. When Rudra finally let go, she was opening her mouth to ask what would probably be the first of a million questions.

The others’ arrival cut her off, however.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Sundra stated, entering the room and making straight for Ruhi and her family. “Shri Naidu, Auntie Naidu, I am Sundra Aruvar.” He bowed to them both. “It is a tremendous pleasure to meet you at last. Your daughter is a dear friend. She has spoken highly of you both and has missed you terribly, and we would not think to intrude upon this tender reunion except that there are pressing matters that cannot wait.”

The others had followed behind him, and Ruhi’s father and aunt both looked unnerved to see so many crowded into their small dining room, particularly ones dressed as extravagantly as Sundra and his father and Kosala or armed as heavily as Kosala, Sanga, and Pillai. Still, it couldn’t be helped. “It’s true,” she told them now. “These are my friends, and they need my help. Actually, Father, we need your help.”

Her father was still staring at Sundra—and at his father, who had stepped up beside him. “Sirdar Aruvar?” he whispered, looking like he might fall over when the other man nodded. “You honor our humble home, sir. Please, how may we serve you?”

Sangram Aruvar, to his credit, smiled and bowed. “You honor me, sir. Thank you. I will let my son and your daughter explain, as they seem to know far more about all this than I do.”

Ruhi caught Sundra’s eye, and he nodded for her to start. So, taking a deep breath, she began to explain where she’d been and why they were here now.

There would, of course, be hells to pay for her running away, but that would have to wait.


Chapter Seventeen

Sundra

Sundra glanced around the rooms while Ruhi explained to her father and aunt where she had been and what had happened to her. “Cozy” was how he would have described it. They were standing near what had to be their dining table, and he could see the kitchen arranged at the room’s far end, with a low counter separating the two spaces. Along the front, by the windows, were several chairs and a low couch around a small table. That, then, was their sitting room. A few doors along the side presumably went to bedchambers and some sort of washroom. The entire space was perhaps a third the size of his own family’s upper floor, yet it had a friendly, lived-in quality, and the furnishings were all bright, colorful, and warm, the smells of ginger and cumin and other spices mingling together in a pleasant way.

His mother would approve, he thought with a pang. He hoped that when this was all over, he would have a chance to show this place to her.

That made him think about what might happen after. He was free now, after all. He need never return to Surpakat again. There was the matter of Ilam’s death, but since Pillai’s guards had attacked her—and admitted they had been acting under orders—he suspected she and Kosala would have no trouble getting that false accusation dropped.

He would miss some of his new friends there, of course. Particularly Meera and Naaz. And of course Chaaya, Svarn, and Kaala, Kosala’s horses. Since taking over their care and training, Sundra had found himself surprisingly content with his lot in life. Things had certainly been simpler when all he had to worry about was whether Angad was feeding the trio well and if Naaz was babying them too much. Here, he was once again a Kunwar, with responsibilities not only to his family but to the city as a whole.

At the same time, here he had his family—and would, once he had rescued them—and his friends. He had his own horses and was looking forward to being more involved in their daily care. He had his family’s barijah, which he could sail whenever the mood took him.

And, most of all, he had his freedom. Which he was determined to never take lightly again.

Ruhi wound down, and Sundra focused on the pair she’d been speaking to. He could see her father in her eyes and the shape of her nose, and her aunt had some of the same features, though she was far shorter and more rounded than Ruhi herself. Both of them were staring at her now, wide-eyed.

“You have been through so much in so short a time,” her father said softly, and Sundra could see both concern and admiration in the man’s face. He seemed a decent sort, though from what Ruhi had said of him that was hardly surprising.

“You were taken by pirates and shared a room with a man?” That was her aunt, who looked horrified. “Do you realize how that has tainted you? Who would want to marry you now?”

Sundra almost laughed at that, converting the sound to a cough at the last second. It still drew the aunt’s withering glare. “And you!” she stated, stomping toward him. “You took advantage of my niece! You will salvage her honor—and your own—by marrying her this instant!”

Sundra backed away a step from her fury. “I did no such thing,” he protested. “We lived as brothers, or brother and sister, nothing more!”

“Nonetheless—” the aunt declared but was cut off by another powerful voice. Sundra’s father.

“My son will not be forced into any such arrangement,” Sangram Aruvar stated, and Ruhi’s aunt went silent as if the winds had stolen away her voice, averting her eyes from the Sirdar’s gaze. “If he says her honor is intact, I believe him. And, as their recent arrangement—which was done out of necessity and to preserve your niece’s reputation, not destroy it—was known only to them and now to the few in this room, there is no taint on her.” He softened his tone slightly, and Sundra knew this switch all too well. It was the stick and then the carrot. “But, once everything else has been dealt with, I will be happy to assist your niece in finding a living arrangement that suits her, whatever that may be.”

It was a significant offer, coming from the city’s leading chieftain, and it transformed Ruhi’s aunt at once from glowering to beaming. “That is most kind of you, mighty Sirdar,” she replied with a curtsy. “And we are exceedingly grateful.”

Her father had remained quiet during this exchange but now spoke up. “Yes, thank you,” he said. “And thank you, young sir, for keeping my daughter safe.” That last was to Sundra, who smiled even as he bowed.

“It was my pleasure, shri,” he replied. “And, truth be told, she kept me safe just as much. We are good friends now, and I hope always will be.”

Ruhi’s eyes were shining as she smiled at him, and Sundra was pleased to realize that, indeed, he did now have a new friend here at home, and an important one.

Assuming they could free her from whatever mysterious obligation she had with Kosala. Which also presumably meant dealing with their current situation.

As was often the case, Ruhi seemed to read his thoughts, for she turned back to her father and aunt now. “There is something going on here in Devrapatnam,” she told them bluntly. “There is a group working to overthrow the lawful government, or at least to subvert it. They call themselves the Shasak Samiti.” She grimaced. “It appears that Emir Gambhir was one of them.”

“Emir?” Her father stroked his chin. “Huh. I had wondered how he’d grown so prosperous of late—he was always a touch too pushy, scared away as many clients as he won.” He sighed. “I might have known he’d thrown in with some strange scheme or other.”

“Have you seen anything that might connect to this group?” Sundra’s father asked. “I have encountered their attempts on the council level, where they have issued threats, bribes, and other means to influence votes on various topics. It does seem, however, that they must be working among your fellow merchants as well, toward similar ends.”

Their host began to shake his head, then stopped. “I do not know about this ‘council,’” he said slowly, “and certainly no one has approached me with any invitation or warning to participate in any such organization. Most likely because all my fellow merchants know I keep to myself, tend to my business, treat my customers fairly, and expect to be treated so in return.” Sundra noted how Ruhi drew herself up straighter at that, clear pride showing on her face, and was pleased to see his own father nod with approval. Yes, these two men, though from different levels of society, clearly had much in common, in the best ways. Though he could also see how much Ruhi’s father loved her and made no effort to hide it.

But the man was still speaking. “I have, however, noticed some strangeness that could perhaps be related,” he said. “There have been shipments down at the southernmost set of docks late at night. Well after usual unloading hours. I only know of them because Ganath mentioned seeing some workers carrying bales well after midnight when he was returning from a dice game down in one of the dockside taverns. That sounded strange to me, so I asked all the men to let me know if they saw anything similar. A few have reported such.” He sighed. “I have been debating whether I should notify someone about it, though it does not directly affect me and mine and I am not certain there is anything actually untoward occurring.”

Sundra’s father frowned and glanced at Sundra. “Could this be related?” he asked. “Some of the Shasak Samiti’s demands have been over shipping procedures, regulations and fees, and so forth.”

Though pleased his father had consulted him, Sundra looked to Ruhi before answering. “It could,” he agreed. “If they’re looking to gain power, they’d need money to do that. And if they have a way to sneak shipments in without paying any fees, that would significantly boost their profit on those ventures.”

Ruhi nodded. “We should go down to the docks and see for ourselves,” she suggested. “If it is them, maybe we can identify a few more of their members. Then we could follow them back to wherever they gather and figure out who else is involved.”

“And where they are keeping my mother and brother,” Sundra reminded her. That, after all, had to be their primary objective. Once his family was safe, they would be free to deal with the Shasak Samiti without fear of repercussion.

The others were all nodding, but Ruhi’s aunt took a half-step forward. “You cannot mean to go with them,” she warned, though without her earlier vitriol. “You are a young woman, unmarried, in the company of men!” Her stare took in Sundra, his father, and Sanga, somehow skipping over Kosala and Pillai entirely. “It is not safe for you to be seen with them!”

Ruhi merely frowned down at the shorter woman. “I am going,” she stated bluntly. “My days of being told what I can and cannot do are over.” They locked stares for a moment, and it was the aunt who glanced away first. Sundra tried not to laugh at that, and off to the side he saw Sanga doing the same. He’d wondered how the tall pirate would react to learning Ruhi’s secret, and certainly it had stunned him. Now, however, he was watching her admiringly, and Sundra suspected with just as much interest as before. Which was good, though it might complicate questions about his friend’s future, once she had the time and freedom to consider those.

For now, however, she slipped past her father and aunt, heading toward the third door along the wall. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she called over her shoulder.

With her gone, her father was free to inspect the rest of his visitors. “We have not been introduced,” he said, approaching the trio from Surpakat. “I am Ratan Naidu, Ruhi’s father.”

Sanga stepped forward first, and his bow was polite, if a bit awkward. “Sanga,” he replied. “I’m . . . we are friends, your daughter and I.” He gestured toward Kosala with his chin. “This is the raja Kosala, a member of the ruling council back in the Isles. I work for her, as does Ruhi.”

Kosala dipped her head toward Ruhi’s father. “A pleasure, shri,” she stated. “Your daughter has been a valued member of my household and has saved both myself and others on numerous occasions. You should be very proud.”

That had the man beaming as he looked to Pillai, who saluted him. “Ahilya Pillai, captain of the Surpakat town guard,” she declared before relaxing. “Your daughter is a friend, and I owe her a great deal. She is a credit to your family.”

Just then the door opened and Ruhi returned. She had traded her sari for a more casual outfit, a plain shalwar and kurta with an embroidered red vest, and looked a good deal more comfortable. In many ways that was more difficult for Sundra to take in, and he suspected for Sanga as well, since the clothes were closer to what she’d worn as Rawal but she was now clearly a young woman. “Ready,” she stated, crossing the room to join them with only a quick detour to hug both of her relatives. “We’ll be back soon.”

“Be careful,” her father urged, but he did not attempt to stop her. And her aunt, it seemed, was still too afraid of Sundra’s father to protest as Ruhi led the way back down the stairs and out onto the street.


Chapter Eighteen

Ruhi

Walking felt strange, not least because Ruhi was once again wearing what had been her favorite clothes before she left, without the fake beard or the amulet to disguise her true nature, her hair back in its customary braid. But she was also walking with both a pirate lord and a Sirdar—and yet she was the one at the front, and they were the ones following!

At least one thing about all this felt normal—or as normal as anything from the last two months could. She glanced over at the young man strolling beside her and smiled.

Sundra smiled back. “That seemed to go better than you’d hoped,” he commented, keeping his voice low. Though his tone was casual and he bore a small smile, she could also see the tension in his neck and shoulders, and felt a pang of sympathy for her friend. They had barely had a chance to speak since returning to their mutual home city!

“It did,” she agreed. “Thanks in part to you and your father, for if I’d gone in alone my aunt would have flayed the flesh from my bones with her acid remarks. I doubt even Kosala could have withstood such vitriol. But against a Sirdar? She never stood a chance.”

Of course, that did not mean her aunt had forgotten—or forgiven. Ruhi knew only too well how long her aunt could hold a grudge. But it did mean she wouldn’t dare stand in her way . . . as long as any of her friends were still around to see it.

She shifted her attention to her companion, however. The man she’d called “brother” and, in all fairness, would have been thrilled to be related to, despite his faults and peculiarities. But Sundra was kind and decent beneath all that flirtation and she could see he was hurting.

“I am sorry about your mother and brother,” she told him, reaching out and resting a hand on his arm. “Truly. Is that the trouble Kosala heard about?”

He nodded, then shook his head. “Yes. No. Well, it grew out of it, I’m sure. They were only taken a few days ago, my father said. But it sounds like this Shasak Samiti has been trying to influence him for a good deal longer—him and everyone else on the city council. That’s what she’d heard about, both that someone was attempting to take control and that my father was proving a thorn in their side.” The way he said it, both pride and irritation leaking through, told Ruhi that this had not come as a surprise.

“He seems like a good man,” she offered, glancing back to where the older Aruvar walked beside Kosala, Sanga and Pillai bringing up the rear. “A proper Sirdar, and there are not many of those around.”

That drew a laugh from Sundra, though it was laced with bitterness. “Oh, yes, very proper,” he agreed. “Always so proper. Too proper to ever put family over honor or reputation, too proper to ever allow affection to alter duty, too proper to let love distract from law!”

She sighed. “I am sorry, Sundra.”

He smiled. “No, I am, for my outburst. Yes, he is a good man.” He shook his head. “My mother, though—wait until you meet her. You’ll like her. Everyone does.”

Ruhi smiled back. “And your brother? He’s younger than you, right?”

“Yes.” Sundra’s smile was another mix, this time love and amusement and annoyance, though the first two far outweighed the third. “Sumana’s a little brat, always tailing after me, always wanting to do whatever I do. But he can be sweet—when he sits still and shuts his mouth long enough.” He sighed. “I hope they’re all right.”

“I’m sure they are,” Ruhi assured him. “They won’t be any use to this cabal otherwise—these people need to be able to trot them out any time your father steps out of line.”

That cheered him a little, as she’d hoped it would, and he straightened a bit, breathing more easily as they slowed to let the others catch up. “We need to be careful now,” Ruhi warned, looking across the way to where the street narrowed and branched, the buildings growing rougher and less consistent. “We’re about to leave the merchant district. Below here are the laborers, some of the cruder craftsmen, and anyone who can’t afford to live elsewhere.”

The others nodded, clumping together more tightly as they crossed the street. It was late enough that there was little traffic, but Ruhi caught glimpses of people peering out at them as they passed. Fortunately, there were enough of them, and several with weapons openly displayed, that only the most foolhardy would have considered trying anything.

“I am not familiar with this part of the city,” Sundra’s father murmured, and Ruhi guessed he was studying the crudely built homes and storehouses around them, thick with the smell of smoked meat and overripe fruit. “But it would seem in need of aid and attention.”

“It’s the roughest part of the city,” Ruhi agreed over her shoulder, not slowing her pace as she spoke. “And the docks between here and the water, those are the worst-repaired, least guarded, and most dangerous, as well.”

Sundra nodded. “I’ve not been down this far, either here or on the docks, but I’ve certainly seen how they grow worse the farther south they go. It would make sense, if the Shasak Samiti are up to something along the water, for them to choose this end as the site for their mischief. Guards won’t come down this far, and I’m guessing anyone who lives here knows to mind their own business and keep their mouths shut.”

The street was angling to the left, and Ruhi followed where it pointed, letting the rough cobblestones direct her feet. In some ways, the area reminded her of her own home, since almost every building here was either a warehouse, a shop, or something catering to one or the other. But where her father’s business was situated along a wide, straight block with clean walkways and potted plants, every building well maintained and freshly painted, street lamps offering pools of light that joined to form a steady illumination, this avenue was narrow, twisted, and filled with dark, warped, rotted structures, the only light coming from the stars and moon and the occasional glimmer from behind closed shutters.

A sound reached her ears, and she paused. “Listen,” she said.

Sanga and Kosala both nodded. “We’re close to the water,” the tall pirate stated. “I can smell it.” He clearly drew some comfort from that, and Ruhi thought she knew how he felt. After her time in the Isles, the smell of salt water was a familiar one, and being deep within Devrapatnam had felt strangely empty without that briny tang to the air.

Without having to discuss it, they all slowed their pace, putting more effort into stealth than speed. After passing one warehouse whose walls had been blackened by fire, Ruhi found herself no longer at the front as Sanga somehow slid past her, sword and dagger both drawn and held low at his sides. She wanted to protest but thought better of it. After all, from here he could find the docks as easily as she could and be a good deal more prepared should they face any sort of threat along the way.

That burnt-out building gave way to a smaller but more intact one, and beyond that Ruhi caught a glimpse of sky, stars, and something else—

Wood and cloth and rope, all linked together in the furled sails of a ship.

They all crouched behind a small pile of tar-smeared barrels and crates and studied the scene before them.

It was the last dock, Ruhi noted. Another stood beside it, then there was a small gap before the next, perhaps just close enough to shout at if the night were still.

Which it most assuredly was not, as men and women bustled about, hauling goods down off a pair of ships.

Ruhi didn’t even need Pillai’s hiss or Sanga’s muffled curse to know what she was looking at here. And who.

She’d been around them enough lately to know pirates when she saw them.

This group was different from usual, however. They were less flamboyantly dressed, for one. No flashy silks and satins, no gold and silver embroidery, no rings and bracelets and earrings gleaming from every limb and feature. No, this lot was dressed plainly, even a little dark, like the color had all been scrubbed out of them.

Or like people trying not to draw attention to themselves or their origins.

The ships, likewise, had been cleaned. Ruhi knew that most pirate ships bore a random assortment of treasures and trinkets, a visual map of their travels and their conquests. From what she could see of these ships, however, they had no personality whatsoever. Everything and anything that could provide warmth and color and depth had been stripped away, leaving the vessels looking like enormous seaborne ghosts, or pale reflections of real pirate ships.

But at least this way, if they were captured or even just spotted, no one could identify them. Not as pirate ships in general but also not as belonging to any one pirate or crew. The boats were practically invisible for all the interest they would draw and all the details they could reveal about their owner, their captain, or their crew.

It was clever, Ruhi thought. Very clever. Which meant, whoever was behind this, they were clever, too.

Fortunately, she and her friends had tricks of their own. “We need to know who’s behind all this,” she pointed out, and beside her Kosala nodded.

“Sanga,” the pirate lord ordered quietly, though her voice retained its usual sharpness. “Fetch me one of those late-night laborers. Alive if possible.”

Her second nodded and suddenly sprang across the remaining distance, disappearing almost at once behind a stack of fabric bales.

One of the workers had just half-dragged, half-lifted another bale onto the pile nearest him. As he turned to go, Sanga burst from the shadows. He knocked the man’s hands away, one arm going around his victim’s neck, his other applying pressure. The man flailed, trying to break free, but Sanga had height, strength, and positioning. His victim’s struggles grew weaker and weaker, until finally he slumped.

Then Sanga dragged the unconscious man back to where Ruhi and the others waited.

“Did you intend to question him?” Sundra’s father asked, remembering only at the last second to lower his voice. “I suspect you will need to wait for that to occur.”

But Kosala had stepped forward to meet Sanga, helping him lay his victim out on the ground. Then she began systematically searching the unconscious man’s pockets.

Only a minute had passed before she gave a wordless little cry and held up—a flat, dark coin.

Or a ship token.

Rejoining the others, Kosala handed the token to the older Aruvar. “This means he’s part of a ship’s crew,” she explained.

Ruhi craned her neck to see what was on the coin—and now she was the one biting back curses as Sundra’s father finally shifted the disc so all could make out the crossed bones beneath the skull—and, even in the dead of night and the dark of a deserted corner, the glints of gold at ears and teeth.

“Koliya,” Sundra snarled beside her. “These pirates don’t work for Chennama! They answer to Koliya himself! He’s the one working with the Shasak Samiti!”

“Not just in a general sense, either,” the raja added. Retrieving the disc, she flipped it over to show a dollop of pure gold on the other side, bright even in the dark. “This means they came from Dhamakaana itself. Koliya’s flagship.”

Ruhi nodded. It made sense. They’d already known that Surpakat’s lieutenant governor had been working with its biggest, crudest raja. They’d all just assumed Koliya was still focused on amassing wealth and power back in the Isles, but if his crews were here and in cahoots with the cabal, Chennama might be merely a go-between.

That still left several key questions unanswered. Like how Koliya had discovered this Shasak Samiti in the first place, or the other way around—and how they had decided to work together, when pirates and mainlanders had always been mortal enemies.

Also, what was Koliya getting out of the arrangement, since they knew the big pirate lord would never do anything that didn’t directly benefit him.

And the most important, Ruhi suspected—

Had Koliya, or at least his pirates, had anything to do with the abduction of Sundra’s mother and brother?


Chapter Nineteen

Sundra

The man on the ground groaned, shifting slightly, and Sundra frowned down at the battered pirate. He was still trying to collect his thoughts, given what they had just learned. Of all the rajas back in the Isles, Koliya was the one he liked and trusted the least. The man was a brute and a bully who delighted in intimidating others.

Unfortunately, the raja was also smarter than he appeared, as they’d learned before. But to be involved in a plot like this? That went far beyond what Sundra would have imagined him capable of.

And a man that clever and that ruthless could easily have orchestrated the kidnapping of his mother and brother.

“We need to find out what he knows,” he said, and Ruhi glanced at him, her expressive face full of concern. Had that come across too harshly? But, if he were being honest, Sundra knew he would do whatever it took to get Mother and Sumana back safely.

If that meant going beyond what his friends thought acceptable, so be it.

Accordingly, he aimed a kick at the man’s side. His boot connected with a solid thud, and the man let out a loud, sharp yelp of pain.

The sound carried from their hiding spot, echoing out over the dock beyond, and all other activity out there ceased.

Damn it all.

“What was that?” someone demanded from behind them and not terribly far away.

“Sounded like someone kicked a dog,” a second voice offered with a laugh. “About all most of the mutts around here’re good for.”

“I’ve yet to see a dog near these docks,” a third voice cut in. It was cool and calm. “Perhaps you should both check the area. Just to be sure.”

There were muffled complaints after that, followed by the sound of two sets of feet approaching.

Ruhi glared at Sundra, who shrugged apologetically. It’s not like he could have known that would happen!

“We need to get out of here,” Kosala warned, all of them looking around. The problem was, it sounded like their way back had been cut off. And other than the handful of crates they were currently using as cover, there was nothing between here and where Sanga had grabbed the pirate in the first place.

“Come on,” Ruhi said and sprinted toward that very stack of bales and crates. With a shrug, Sundra followed. Sanga and the others hurried after them, Sundra’s father bringing up the rear.

They reached the collection of cargo just before two sailors emerged from the bundles closer to the ship. Carefully, Sanga and Kosala slid around to the other side, moving without a sound. Sundra and Ruhi did their best to follow, as did Sundra’s father, though none of them had much training or knack for stealth.

But Pillai was not only unaccustomed to sneaking, she was also wearing an armored shirt. And carrying a long spear.

That same spear caught on a piece of netting, and in her haste she tugged it free—yanking down the box it was pinned to in the process. The heavy wooden crate shattered on the dock’s sturdy planks, sending bits of wood, packing, and tomatoes everywhere with a tremendous crash.

Everyone froze.

The pirates’ shout of “Over there!” kicked them into motion once more. Pillai ducked around the pile’s far side, joining the rest at last.

“Sorry,” she mouthed, looking stricken, and Sundra nodded sympathetically at her. He certainly understood what it was like to have spectacularly bad luck, bad timing, or—as in this case—both.

To make matters worse, he heard more footsteps—from the opposite side and running toward them. The one pirate’s shout had drawn reinforcements.

Lovely.

“Up!” Kosala ordered, and followed her own directive, sheathing her sword and climbing onto the pile. The others quickly followed suit, scaling the precarious heap and clinging to one another as the surfaces shifted beneath and around them.

The first pirate to round the corner and spot them died before he could so much as shout, the dagger in his throat allowing only a strangled gurgle before he fell.

The next fell to a similar fate, but Sanga shrugged. “Keeping the rest for close-in work,” he explained, which Sundra could hardly argue against.

He had a feeling they were going to need it.

More pirates had appeared, along with men he suspected were local dock workers, given the wear on their clothes and the grudging looks on their faces. Still, such men were often ready to leap into a fight, so he could hardly discount their presence.

Beside him, Ruhi was prying off a crate’s lid.

“Hungry?” Sundra asked as she extracted a pumpkin the size of a child’s head.

He stopped laughing when she heaved it, knocking a pirate to the ground in a spray of orange pulp and seeds.

“Grab something and start throwing!” she urged. The others were quick to catch on. Soon their approaching foes were being pummeled by mangos, pumpkins, potatoes, and beets. Kosala and Sanga were excellent shots, and Ruhi and Sundra acquitted themselves well. His father tried but lacked aim. Pillai had held off, instead using her long spear to harry anyone who came too close to the base of their little makeshift fortress.

“This won’t hold them off for long!” Sanga warned. The men were tightening their circle, and though many now bore bruises and smears from the flung produce, they were still upright. It seemed the attempt had only enraged them further. Now it was personal.

Then Ruhi gave a small “Aha!” She had cracked open a large barrel, shoving the empty crates aside in the process, and Sundra glanced at her find—and grinned at the sight of the densely packed little green balls.

It was full of peas, and he knew before she met his eye exactly what she planned to do with them.

“Everybody get ready to run!” he urged, grabbing one side of the barrel. Ruhi whispered something to Sanga, who traded places with her to hoist the other. He nodded to Sundra, and together they heaved—

Sending thousands of dried peas cascading over their tiny mountain to spill and spread out across the docks beyond.

Immediately, chaos reigned. Men and women slipped on the peas, slamming hard to the floor. Others teetered, clutching at each other for support. Those gathered in front looked around, unsure whether to help their friends or continue the attack.

“Now!” Kosala shouted. She leaped down off the pile, sword out. The first man in her path fell with his throat cut. The second dropped from a thrust to the heart. The third and fourth toppled, both of them bearing chops to their necks.

Sanga and Sundra had leaped down right behind her and laid about them as well. Ruhi and Sangram were next, with Pillai following, the guard captain pivoting to menace people behind them as they ran.

Their foes scattered. They’d clearly been prepared to find a would-be thief or two, maybe even a handful of drunk sailors. But against three swordwielders and a spearbearer, all of them skilled and determined, the pirates and dockworkers fell back, desperately raising arms and clubs to fend off attack.

The heavy vegetables and fruits Ruhi had collected and was hurling about her only added to the confusion.

They made it back to the burnt-out warehouse, and Sundra nearly paused, glancing back to gauge their pursuit. But Kosala grabbed his arm and hauled him forward. “Keep moving!” the raja instructed. “Don’t stop until we’re clear of here!”

Deciding now wasn’t the time to argue, Sundra followed her lead. He did spin around, and was glad he had—a pair of courageous or foolhardy pirates had charged after them, and Pillai tripped while trying to backpedal. Sundra lashed out, catching one in the arm as he raised an axe. Sanga somehow noticed and threw his remaining dagger, taking the other in the leg. Both stumbled and fell back.

“Thanks,” Pillai managed between gasps for breath as Sundra caught her shoulder and helped her find her footing again.

“Sure,” he answered, grinning despite everything. “Can’t have you unable to arrest me, right?”

She snorted and swatted at him, but he only laughed. They kept running.

A few minutes later, they’d crossed back over the avenue marking the edge of the dockside region. “Stop,” Kosala ordered, gesturing toward an alley between two closed-up shops. They huddled there a minute, catching their breath and listening for any sounds of pursuit.

Other than their own gasps, Sundra couldn’t hear anything.

“I think we’re good,” Sanga said. He’d been peering back the way they’d come. “Doesn’t look like any others wanted to risk what those last two got.”

“Right, back to my home,” Ruhi suggested. “Quick, before any of them get the idea to follow, but not so fast we look suspicious to anyone watching.”

They set out, moving at a quick but cautious pace, and Sundra found his father beside him. “That was quick thinking, with the peas,” the older Aruvar commented. “You and your friends handle yourselves well. Did you learn that with the pirates?” It could have been a criticism, even a condemnation, but there was no heat or any hint of disapproval. Just genuine curiosity, and maybe something more. Admiration?

Sundra laughed. “I suppose so,” he answered. “Shortly after we arrived, Ruhi and I were accused of killing one of their rajas. Then another one. We had to figure out who’d really done it, and there were plenty of people after us while we did. We had to think pretty fast just to stay alive.”

His father nodded. “Not the path I’d have suggested for anyone, but it does seem to have given you some new skills.”

There was something in that statement that made Sundra turn and study his father. Had that been a joke? From Sangram Aruvar? “I’m sure I can arrange for some sort of apprentice program, if you’d like,” he offered lightly. “Send all our young gentlemen over the Isles for a month or two, toughen them all up a little. And who knows, maybe they’ll come back with some treasure while they’re at it.”

Now his father actually laughed. “Careful, you might get some takers on such a proposal,” he warned. “And just as many condemning you for corrupting their children.”

Sundra shrugged. “I’ve been accused of being a bad influence before,” he pointed out. “At least this time it wouldn’t be for anything as petty as my own entertainment.”

His father didn’t say anything to that, but he clapped Sundra on the shoulder. They walked back to Ruhi’s that way, his hand resting there, and Sundra wondered what this strange dream was, and whether he wanted to wake from it.

The one thing marring it, however, was the fact that he could not share the moment with his mother or his brother.

That would have to change.


Chapter Twenty

Ruhi

The minute they were back in her family’s living room, Sundra announced, “Enough of all this. We need to find and rescue my mother and brother. The longer we wait, the more they’re at risk.”

Ruhi put a hand on her friend’s arm. “No one is arguing that,” she told him gently. “But in order to do that, we need to figure out who has them, and where.”

He frowned, looking as if he wanted to argue, but finally nodded. Which was good—she had not wanted to use her Gift on him. “All right. Obviously, it’s the Shasak Samiti, but that doesn’t help us much, since we don’t know who they are.”

Kosala had claimed one of the chairs at the dining table, rather than one of the more comfortable cushions in the small sitting room area, and was now lounging back in it, fingers drumming idly on the table. “Perhaps Koliya is holding them,” she suggested. “He prefers to do things himself, and he’s clearly involved in all this.”

Ruhi considered that, pacing the room as she thought. But finally she shook her head. “No, we still don’t know how he’s connected, but I doubt he’s actually part of the Shasak Samiti,” she said. “If they have any wits at all—and clearly they do—they’d never allow someone like Koliya into their inner circle. The minute they did that, he’d take over. I think it’s an alliance with him instead, which means they’d never trust him with something so important to their own plans.”

“They could be on one of the estates,” Sundra suggested, sinking onto one end of her family’s couch. “That’s where I would keep them if I needed them safe and hidden.”

His father nodded. “Each noble’s house has plenty of land around it,” he agreed, stroking his mustache. “And the homes themselves are large and easily defensible. That would make sense.” He grimaced. “But I have no idea who among my fellow nobles might actually be part of this cabal rather than just under their thumb.”

But Pillai was shaking her head. “Large grounds do mean you can see anyone approaching,” she said, “but they also mean you can be attacked from all sides, possibly at once. And a big home isn’t automatically a fortress—most mansions probably have more entrances, including things like balconies and patios, which means more ways someone could sneak in. If you’re trying to keep something safe, that’s not the place to do it.”

Sundra and his father both looked somewhat chastened, having had their idea quashed so thoroughly. Fortunately, Sanga spoke up next, distracting them with his own suggestion. “What about the docks or even on an actual boat?” he offered. “On a boat, you’d definitely see anyone coming, and you could simply sail away before they could reach you.”

Kosala nodded approvingly, and Sundra was clearly considering the possibility as well. But Ruhi didn’t think so.

“You’d have to get them down to the docks in the first place,” she pointed out. “Someone like that, they’d be noticed too easily. And whose boat do you use? Not Koliya’s, we’ve already established that—but if he got wind of what they were doing, I could easily see him storming the cabal’s ship and taking them for himself instead, to give himself more bargaining power.” She smiled. “Besides, you think like a pirate and a sailor. We don’t. I doubt many here in Devrapatnam would consider the water as their first option.”

He chuckled at that, as she’d hoped he would. “Fair enough.” But his gaze on her was unsettlingly direct. “So where do you think this Shasak Samiti would hide them?”

Ruhi gulped as all eyes turned to her. “Well,” she said, thinking it through, “we know they must have at least one noble and at least one merchant in their group, correct? In fact, it would make sense for them to have at least one artisan or craftsman and at least one tavern owner or ship captain, too—someone from each part of the city, so they could more easily coordinate their efforts across all aspects of life here.”

“Someone in the city guard, too, then,” Pillai put in, and Ruhi nodded.

“Definitely.” She frowned, considering Dveep Karagar, but quickly dismissed it. The city jail would be the most heavily protected place, certainly, but smuggling a noblewoman and her young son in there without anyone noticing? It wouldn’t be worth the risk.

She considered her city as a whole. If she were part of a group gathered from every corner, and they needed a place where they could all meet safely and without drawing too much attention, where would she suggest?

Her father had been watching all this back and forth, as had her aunt. Now he smiled and went to his bookshelf, drawing a tall, slim, red-bound book from one of the lower shelves. He handed that to Ruhi without a word, and she laughed and hugged him. Of course!

Flipping to the center, she laid the book on the table, gesturing for the others to come see. It was a map of the city. “This is a history of Devrapatnam,” she explained. “My father used it to teach me about our home when I was little. And this map only shows the general areas and layout, not specific businesses, so it should still be accurate.”

They all studied it together, and Sanga quickly singled out the island he’d recently visited with her. Had that really been earlier the same day? So much has happened since! “What about here?” the tall pirate suggested. “There were plenty of buildings all around, and you said it’s the center of the city government, so surely they get visitors from all walks of life.”

Kosala nodded. “It is what I would do,” she agreed. “Hiding in the heart of my enemies’ territory, the better to conquer them from within.”

That did make sense, and Ruhi considered it. It was Sangram who shook his head. “They are too smart, too cautious, for such a bold ploy,” he stated. “Now that they have a firmer hold on everyone, I could see them moving to such a place just to make it clear how much power they have. But at the start? No, they were more cautious, more subtle.”

He was the only one who’d had firsthand dealings with the cabal, so Ruhi was inclined to believe him. Still . . . “What if they were somewhere near Dveep Saragar, but not on the island itself?” she asked. She traced a finger along the Lower Canal, then considered the area just above it. “Like here.”

Sundra squinted at the spot she’d selected. “General tradesmen,” he commented. “Neither the most refined nor the least. Yes. Anyone could frequent a shop there without looking out of place.”

“And close to the water, in case someone needed either a quick getaway or a way to sneak in off the street,” Sanga added. “I approve.”

Pillai nodded. “You’d want a smaller shop,” she said. “Just two doors, front and back. Easier to guard. Maybe living quarters upstairs, like you have here.”

Ruhi straightened. “All right. That’s the most logical place for them to meet, which means it’s the most likely place they’d keep your family. Now the only problem is, which shop is theirs?”

She glanced at her father, and at Sundra’s. “We’ve been away a while,” she explained, waving at Sundra and herself. “But you’ve both been here the whole time. Are there any shops in that area you think likely?” Something occurred to her. “Any shops you don’t see people visit often but which still seem to be prospering somehow?” The Shasak Samiti wouldn’t want interruptions, but whoever was hosting their meetings would be well-compensated, especially if that person was a member himself.

Unfortunately, her father shook his head. “You know I rarely leave here, except sometimes to check on things at the docks or meet with new clients,” he told her. “I’m sorry.”

And Sundra’s father sighed. “I am much the same,” he admitted. “I go from work to home and back again.” He glanced at his son. “I rarely socialize, and in this instance, I definitely feel that lack.”

She thought Sundra would be upset that his father was not more help. Instead, her friend laughed. “You may be a stick in the mud,” he agreed, though his tone was teasing, “but I know some people who are not.” He turned to Ruhi and the others. “My friends here,” he explained. “Sirdars and Thakurs, all, but good people. We used to roam the city constantly, getting into all sorts of mischief. If anyone would know which place to steer clear of, they would.”

Ruhi had to laugh as well. “That would be the right kind of place,” she agreed. “The Shasak Samiti wouldn’t want a group of young troublemakers drawing attention to their plotting.”

Sundra started toward the door, but his father stopped him. “It is the middle of the night,” he pointed out. “Even if your friends are still awake, we cannot go to them at this hour. Not without drawing too much notice on ourselves and alerting the cabal to our plans.”

Sundra frowned and started to argue, then stopped. “You’re right,” he admitted. “I’ll speak to them first thing in the morning, though.” He sighed. “I suppose, then, the best thing to do for now is to get some rest.” He turned back toward the rest of their little group. “I’m assuming you’ll stay here tonight,” he said to Ruhi. “The rest of you are welcome to come back with us. We have plenty of room at home.” Something in his voice told Ruhi the offer was not strictly selfless, and she wanted to hug him. She could only imagine how difficult it would be to return home without his family there waiting.

Kosala nodded, rising to her feet and dipping her head to the two Aruvars. “Thank you. I will happily accept your hospitality.”

Pillai was frowning, however. “Don’t you think they might be watching your home?” she asked. “And, if so, wouldn’t a raja, a pirate, and a soldier alert them?”

“You are correct,” Sangram agreed, though he did not look happy about it. “For that matter, while I agree with my son that you are all welcome, I worry what my fellow nobles would say, seeing you return with us.”

Sundra scowled at him, though he shook that off a second later. Instead, he brightened. “Wait here,” he instructed, and disappeared down the steps. They heard the front door open and shut a moment later.

“We can offer the couch,” Ruhi said into the silence. “It’s comfortable enough—I’ve curled up on it many times.”

Her father nodded, and after a second her aunt stirred enough to do the same. “Yes, of course,” she agreed. “And we can place cushions and blankets on the floor, as well.”

Pillai smiled. “Thank you for the offer,” the guard captain said politely. “That is very kind. But we would not want to intrude on your reunion or be underfoot.”

The door below opened again, and they heard steps upon the stairs, so no one was surprised when Sundra burst back into the room. “All set,” he declared. “Come on.” Turning to Ruhi, he gave her a quick one-armed embrace. “Will you come by in the morning? We can speak to my friends together.”

“Of course,” she promised, returning the embrace. She did follow the others downstairs and outside, as did her father, and smiled when she saw the tonga pulled up outside. Of course!

It was one of the larger carriages, and Kosala, Sanga, Pillai, and Sundra’s father were all able to fit inside the covered passenger compartment. Sundra himself climbed up beside the driver, taking Pillai’s spear with him. He waved, and then the driver had tugged on the reins and the horse started off down the street, quickly going from a walk to a trot. Soon they’d disappeared from view, leaving Ruhi and her father alone.

“You have made some interesting new friends,” he commented, and she laughed, hugging him tight. He returned the embrace, and she could feel his tears against her cheek. “It is so good to have you home again.”

“It is good to be home,” she admitted. “I missed you.”

They stayed like that a moment before he chuckled and released her. “Now you should get some rest,” he said, taking her hand and leading the way back inside. “It looks as if you’ll have a busy day tomorrow.”

“It does,” she replied, following him upstairs. She was tired, and she knew he was correct. Right now, however, she was too happy to feel she could sleep. Despite everything that was going on, despite the danger they’d just faced and the riddle she still had to solve and the fact that she was still indentured, Ruhi felt like her heart was bursting with joy.

She was home.


Chapter Twenty-one

Sundra

It was still mid-morning when Sundra woke, and for an instant, there in his own bed surrounded by all his old, familiar things, he thought the past months might have been a dream. But there were no sounds of the servants preparing for the day, no scents of Ekta and Bhavna making food in the kitchen, and no sounds and snatches of song from Sumana running through the halls or spinning out in the courtyard.

That last was the one that roused him fully, banishing any thoughts of additional slumber. Stretching, Sundra turned and clambered out of bed.

It felt strange not to see his “brother” sitting across from him.

Rising to his feet, Sundra crossed to his dresser and stripped so he could upend a basin of water over his head. Pulling clothes from the closet, he dressed quickly, taking the bare minimum of time on his hair, face, and nails before grabbing up his sword and dagger and exiting into the hall.

He found the others already downstairs in the dining room, picking at fruit. But there were enticing smells coming from the kitchen, and when he stuck his head through the doorway, Sundra found Ruhi in there, hard at work at the stove.

“Making yourself at home, I see,” he said, and she glanced up at him, laughing and grimacing at the same time.

“Not a one of you knows how to cook, apparently,” she replied, her sleeves rolled up and hands covered in flour. “Good thing your regular cooks left some ingredients, at least. I’ll have dosa ready in a few minutes.” Already there was a stack of the thin, crispy crepes on one platter, waiting to be filled with the spicy potato mash, and Sundra felt his mouth watering.

“You are a blessing,” he told his friend, stepping fully into the kitchen and pushing up his own sleeves. “What can I do to help?”

She put him to work filling and rolling the dosa, which he found surprisingly enjoyable. As were the looks of surprise when the two of them carried the breakfast out a few minutes later.

“You helped make these?” his father said, eyebrows raised. “Your time away has changed you.” That was said with the same approval as his comments last night, and Sundra tried not to beam too much as he set the food down on the table and took his seat, grabbing two of the spicy concoctions for himself. It felt good to take his mind off their troubles for at least a few minutes.

Kosala, munching on a dosa, nodded. “He was in charge of training my horses,” she said once she’d swallowed her food. “He said you had encouraged him to understand every aspect of their care. It showed.”

Sangram straightened, directing a half-amused, half-self-satisfied smile his way. “As I recall, you were less than thrilled about it at the time. Though you were always good with the animals. And with their handlers, once you understood how much effort that took.”

Sundra sighed. “Yes, I was a bit difficult from time to time,” he allowed casually. “But believe me, I’ve learned to value hard work.”

“He’s good on a boat, too,” Sanga offered. “Very handy, and always willing to pitch in.”

“Ah, that one’s no chore at all,” Sundra admitted. “I’ve always enjoyed the water. And, to be fair, taking care of the horses has not been a bother, either.” He wondered how Kosala’s three were faring now. Naaz loved them, but the quiet girl was too apt to spoil them, both by babying the steeds and by letting them have their way. Still, that was no longer his concern.

He had other matters to worry about right now.

Finishing his meal, he pushed back from the table and stood. “Shall we?” he said to Ruhi, offering her a hand, but she only turned wide eyes toward him.

“Do you really need me to go with you?” she protested. “They’re your friends. I don’t even know them. Besides which, I’m not . . .” she trailed off, glancing down at her hands, still bearing traces of flour.

But Sundra would not be denied. “We’re a team,” he reminded her. “We work better that way. And you’ll notice things I’d miss, both because you’re you and because you haven’t known them all your life.”

She did take his hand, then, and let him pull her to her feet. “Should I change?” she asked, still not meeting his gaze. “I brought the sari with me, just in case.”

He only laughed. “No, be who you are. If they can’t handle that, it’s their problem, not yours. This shouldn’t take too long,” he told the others as he and Ruhi skirted the table, heading out between the columns into the central courtyard and across it toward the side door there.

He pretended not to hear his father murmur behind them, “I may not appreciate piracy, madam, but for what you’ve done with my son, I salute you.”

À À À

The lads were exactly where he’d found them the day before, gathered around the fountain on the side patio. They all saluted with their glasses when they spotted Sundra, calling out hellos—but then trailed off as Ruhi came into view behind him.

“Well, hello!” Armaan offered, rising to his feet and stepping forward to bow over her hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met before. I’m Armaan Gounder. Welcome to my home, miss—?”

“This is Ruhi Naidu,” Sundra explained. “She is a friend, and I trust her as I do each of you. We were captured together.” He introduced the other three, who each performed seated bows.

Chirag frowned. “Naidu,” he said slowly, sipping his drink. “I don’t believe I know your family. Are you from Devraptnam?”

“Born and raised,” Ruhi replied, accepting with a smile the drink Armaan handed her and taking a seat on a vacant chair. “My father is Ratan Naidu, a merchant.”

“Ah.” That one word from Varun said a great deal. “Well, any friend of Sundra’s is welcome among us.”

The others all cheered and drank, though not before Armaan added, “Especially one as pretty as you.”

Sundra tossed a grape at his friend’s head, earning a yelp when it struck true. “Don’t mind him,” he assured Ruhi. “He’s like that with everyone.”

“Did you have any luck finding them yesterday?” Varun asked, and Sundra noted that his friend was too wary to even say “the Shasak Samiti” aloud.

He nodded anyway. “I did, though the meeting did not go as I’d hoped.” He recounted their attack, leaving his friends gaping at him as he continued, “So, since they are unwilling to negotiate, we have opted for a more direct approach. But in order to accomplish it, I will need your help.”

“Anything,” Madhav promised at once, and the others were not far behind. Sundra glanced at Ruhi, who gulped but gathered her courage enough to speak to the young nobles.

“We need to know where the Shasak Samiti are hiding Sundra’s family,” she explained. “Which is most likely the same place they used to gather in secret. If we can find that, we can figure out how to break in and rescue them.”

Chirag laughed. “Spoken like a pirate! But I’m not sure how we can help with that. They could be anywhere in the city.”

That earned him a grim smile from Ruhi. “Not anywhere,” she corrected carefully. “At least, we think they’d pick someplace central, where any of them could go without drawing attention. The trade quarter, along the Lower Canal.”

The others all nodded. “We’re often there, either shopping or passing through,” Armaan agreed. He frowned. “I don’t recall seeing any signs for a cabal headquarters, though.”

Some of the others laughed. Sundra smiled but did not let the joke distract him. “That’s why we came to you four,” he told his friends instead. “It wouldn’t be obvious, by design. It would be someplace successful but quietly so. But it would be highly selective, too. In odd ways. Like not allowing you in but letting in men of lesser rank.”

The others all looked at each other, but it was Madhav who spoke first. “Pannu’s,” he said, nearly spitting the name in his disgust. “Nirupa Pannu.”

Sundra frowned. “I don’t know him.” Ruhi shook her head as well.

“He’s a tailor,” Chirag told them. “A good one, too. Very fine embroidery. Has a small shop in that quarter, in that first avenue up from the canal.” He shrugged. “No idea what it’s like inside, though, because we’ve never gotten past the front door.”

Armaan was nodding. “He won’t allow us in,” he agreed. “Says we’re too rowdy and we’ll scare away all his other customers.” He tapped his lip. “Thing is, his windows are all screened, and his door’s always shut; you have to knock to gain admittance. So we’ve no idea if he even has customers, or if he just doesn’t like us.” The way he said the last made it clear that such a response was clearly impossible, and Sundra did have to laugh at his friend. Ruhi giggled as well, and he was glad to see her warming to them.

That did not impair her, however, any more than the fermented juice she was judiciously sipping. “That sounds perfect,” she agreed. “It’s a well-trafficked area, so any of their members would be able to approach without seeming odd. And if he’s refusing to serve such fine young men, he must either be a fool or have enough clientele that he doesn’t need the added business.”

“Well.” Sundra took a last drink and then set his cup aside, forcing himself up from the comfortable cushions. “Why don’t we go and see for ourselves?”

The others all started to stand as well, but he waved them back down. “It would be more conspicuous if we all went,” he told them. “Ruhi and I will scout it out for now.”

She stood as well and dipped into a curtsy. “Thank you for your help, and it was lovely meeting you all.”

“You as well,” Armaan told her. “I hope you will not be offended if I say you are a welcome change from the ladies Sundra normally courts.”

“We are friends,” Sundra reminded them all amid the laughs and jokes that erupted from Armaan’s comment. “And I’m getting her out of here before you lot corrupt her completely.” But he smiled to let them know he was only teasing and waved as he and Ruhi departed.

“They seem nice,” she said once they were back out in front of the mansion and heading down the avenue. “And I suspect they’d do anything for you.”

“They are, and they would, as I would for them,” he agreed. “But is it strange to say that, after our time in the Isles, I cannot see just sitting around gossiping all day as a worthwhile pastime anymore?”

Ruhi laughed, nudging him with her hip. “What would Meera say to that?” she teased. “Or Naaz? Or Laila?” Laila was one of Kosala’s cooks, and on their days off Sundra often spent his time lounging in the kitchen, flirting and coaxing forth treats.

“That’s different,” he protested now. “That’s our day off after a full week of work! I’m talking about spending every day like that!” He knew she was just playing with him, but Sundra did wonder at the change in himself, anyway. Was it only temporary? Once he had his family back and the Shasak Samiti had been dealt with, would he find himself returning to his former, indolent ways? Or was he now forever ruined for such a life of leisure?

Only time would tell.


Chapter Twenty-two

Ruhi

“Why is it,” Ruhi asked, sipping her lassi and enjoying the way the chilled yogurt drink cooled her mouth and throat, “that whenever you take the lead, we seem to spend a great deal of our time investigating over food?”

Sundra shrugged, raising his own drink to her. “Coincidence?” he suggested, but couldn’t keep a straight face at that. “You have to admit, though, it’s a good spot from which to watch and wait.”

She couldn’t argue that. The little café sat on one corner of the first two avenues up from the Lower Canal, and their table under the shade afforded an excellent view of the other shops and taverns along both streets in both directions—including a certain tailor’s a few doors down and across the way.

At first glance, there was nothing distinctive about Nirupa Pannu’s shop. It was not a large place, done in the traditional whitewashed plaster with a raised front leading up to handsome terracotta pillars supporting the red-tiled roof. A second level above that boasted only a single small window beneath a second roof, with a plaster beam running along the outer edges and another across the top. Both the front door and the large window beside it had carved wooden screens to allow air in while maintaining a client’s privacy. The shop stood close to its neighbors, with enough room around it for a cat or small dog to fit through but no more, and only a small metal plaque by the door indicated the building’s ownership or purpose.

It was as if the shop had been designed specifically not to attract attention.

“We could knock and inquire about his services,” Ruhi suggested as their server set a tray of idli and sambar on the table between them. “That would be normal, for a tailor’s.”

Her friend nodded, taking one of the fluffy rice pancakes and spooning a liberal dollop of the spicy vegetable stew onto it. “Indeed it would be.” He contemplated his food for a moment before popping the entire thing into his mouth. Ruhi had to laugh as he made exaggerated expressions of delight, and finally gave in to his hand gestures and tried the food herself. It was excellent, though she couldn’t help thinking that Padmini would have done it even better.

Sundra was not finished speaking, however. “It would be normal,” he repeated, wiping the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “If that were a normal shop with normal customers.” He pointed a finger at her. “How many customers have you counted so far?”

She frowned. “None,” she was forced to admit. “But we have not been here that long.”

“We have not,” her friend agreed. “So let us eat and drink and wait and see.” He quickly followed his own suggestion, taking another helping of idli and samba.

À À À

They ate in silence for a while—though the café was mostly full, there was no one waiting for a table and the server did not seem in any hurry for them to leave. Probably in part thanks to Sundra’s clearly expensive clothing and jewelry. They could tell at a glance that he was noble, and therefore likely to pay well for their time.

Ruhi, on the other hand, had received curious glances from not only their server but several of the other diners. Though most were dressed no more fancily than her, she still felt self-conscious about her attire. Before she’d left, she’d rarely ventured this way unless she was seeking a particular merchant or craftsman, usually with a particular purchase or trade in mind. She’d not lingered, and the men she’d dealt with all knew her father and thus had treated her with some respect.

Here in the café, she was just a strange young woman who chose to dress more like a man.

But I am not just any young woman, Ruhi reminded herself, forcing her hands away from the braid she’d been tugging at and lifting her chin. I am a young woman who has not only survived being captured by pirates but thrived among them. I’m a young woman who has won the gratitude of several pirate lords—and the direct enmity of others. I am a young woman who has solved murders and disappearances, fought off killers, and battled mages.

Who else here can say that, no matter how they are dressed?

Sundra had been watching her closely, and now he nodded. “Are you done, then?” he asked, not unkindly.

She raised an eyebrow. “Done with what?”

“With feeling sorry for yourself,” he answered. “Or at least, with feeling like you didn’t belong, or didn’t deserve to be home, or whatever was bothering you. You’ve been practically hunched in on yourself since we sat down. You were more relaxed among my friends.”

Ruhi snorted at that. “They didn’t judge me. Or, if they did, apparently I passed.”

Her friend laughed. “Yes, you passed. You were clever and witty and did not let them get away with anything. And, of course, you were with me.”

She started to retort, but stopped as she saw someone crossing the street. It was a man, well-dressed in a fine achkan of green and blue with silver trim, a darker green pagri atop his carefully oiled curls. He was heading toward Pannu’s shop.

“There,” she whispered, and Sundra turned to study the scene.

“I know him,” he exclaimed, fortunately remembering to keep his voice low. “His name is Tarun Sellathurai. He sits on the Council with my father.”

“Sellathurai.” Ruhi turned that name over in her head. “He’s a Sirdar?”

Sundra nodded. “He gets along with everyone, but Father doesn’t trust him. Too slippery, he says.” He frowned. “I’ve met him a number of times, and it’s true. He’s always polite, always friendly, but after you speak with him you realize he never said anything specific somehow. Yet you feel you told him all about yourself in return.”

They watched as the man stepped under the tailor’s front roof and rapped on the door, the motion visible even if the sound did not carry. After a second the door opened and another man emerged. He was tall and thin, with a beautifully embroidered dark red sherwani buttoned above black gharara, his silver-gray pagri perched somewhat rakishly over a high forehead, deep-set eyes, a narrow nose, and a handsomely curved mustache.

“That must be Pannu,” Sundra said as the man stepped aside, allowing the Sirdar to enter. The door shut firmly behind them. “So he refuses my friends’ service but not Tarun Sellathurai? Interesting, though that could just mean he’s heard about them. They do have a bit of a reputation.” He said that as if he had never been involved in such things himself, though his grin and wink showed he was only pretending.

They both watched the tailor’s as best they could without being too obvious. A few minutes later, the door opened again and Tarun Sellathurai emerged. He turned for a few parting words, then left without looking back, the door shutting behind him.

“So we know at least one Sirdar frequents that shop,” Ruhi commented as they both returned their attention to their food. “That doesn’t prove it’s the right place, though.”

Sundra sighed a little theatrically. “You know what that means,” he said, faking a pout. Then he waved the server over. “More lassi, please,” he requested. “And I believe we’ll have some of your Khaman Dhokla next.”

À À À

They were finishing the last of the chickpea cake when Sundra straightened. “I believe we have another customer,” he warned.

Ruhi looked, and sure enough a man was approaching the tailor’s. This one was shorter than the last had been but just as well dressed in a fine white kurta and a lovely embroidered angavastra under a deep red pagri. His thick mustache and small beard were as immaculate as the last time she had seen him, when he had been arguing with another merchant in the square.

She stared, not caring about how it might look. A part of her didn’t want to believe it. Not him! But there was no mistaking that gait, those clothes, that face.

“That’s Bhavin Aachari,” she told Sundra once she’d recovered enough to speak. “He and my father know each other.” She sighed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe he’s caught up in all this. He’s always been kind to us, though he certainly never had to be.”

Perhaps, she thought, he had been coerced, or threatened, or bribed, as they’d tried with Sirdar Aruvar.

Sundra, however, had stiffened. “It’s him,” he said softly, his voice as intense as his glare. “The man from my vision. He wrote the note to my father, and he’s the one who tried to kill me in the streets. He’s with the Shasak Samiti.”

He rose to his feet, tossing some coins onto the table and making for the street as Ruhi struggled to rise and catch him. “Where are you going?” she demanded, grabbing his arm at last. “Sundra!”

“He has my mother and brother,” her friend declared, not taking his eyes off where the merchant had just disappeared into the tailor’s shop. “Or he knows where they are. He’s about to tell me which.” His hand had dropped to his sword hilt.

Ruhi tugged with all her strength, keeping Sundra from charging across the street then and there. “Stop,” she begged, putting aside her own confusion to focus on the current situation. “Think about this. Think about them!”

That did make him stop, if only long enough to turn and glare at her instead. “I am thinking about them,” he snapped. “That’s all I’m thinking about, how frightened they must be and how scared and how helpless—and how every minute they’re being held increases the danger to them.”

“I know,” she told him. “I do. And you know I’ll do anything I can to help you get them back. But think about this, Sundra. Stop and think. Look around you.”

He scowled but at least he’d stopped trying to pull free, and after a second he did glance around them. “What about it?”

“No, really look,” she insisted. “All around us.”

This time, he was more attentive—and let out a low growl as he finally noticed what she’d already seen.

Namely, the two men leaning against the pillars of the shop next to Pannu’s. They were scanning the street, studying everyone who walked by. And though their clothes were those of simple workmen, Ruhi had noticed the hilts jutting from beneath their plain achkan.

They were guards, set there to stop anyone from disturbing the tailor and his visitors. And Sundra had nearly blundered right into them.

“There are only two of them,” he said. “I can handle them without a problem.” He did not sound convinced, however, and Ruhi suspected it was from the same thought she’d had, the one she now voiced:

“Two—that you can see. And how many more you can’t?” She shook her head. “We know it’s the right place now. That’s what we needed to do. Now it’s time to go back and figure out how to get in there and get your family out safely.” One of the guards was glancing their way, and Ruhi linked her arm with her friend’s. “Now, before they decide we’ve been standing here too long and send someone to deal with us before we’re ready for them.”

Sundra ground his teeth but allowed himself to be led away. “We are coming back here as soon as possible,” he insisted as they walked down the street, away from the shop and its protectors. “And I don’t care how many of them there are. I’m getting my family back.”

“I know.” She patted his arm. “And I’ll help. We all will. But we need to be smart about it. And careful. Because we already know they are, and they know the building and its defenses. We don’t.”

That, at least, he seemed to understand. “Fine. You’re right.” He sighed. “I know you’re right. I just—they’re so close, Ruhi!”

She didn’t have anything to say to that, but she squeezed his arm in solidarity. “Don’t worry.” She put as much confidence into those two words as she could. “You and I have faced down all sorts of terrible people, remember? The Shasak Samiti doesn’t stand a chance.”

“I hope you’re right,” Sundra said grimly as they exited the area.

So do I, Ruhi thought but didn’t say. So do I.


Chapter Twenty-three

Sundra

Not surprisingly, Sundra’s father agreed with Ruhi.

“What were you thinking?” he demanded of Sundra once they’d returned and explained what they’d seen—and what he’d nearly done. “You’d have gotten yourself captured, too. Or worse!”

He turned to Ruhi, then, and bowed. “Thank you for moderating my son’s impulses,” he told her gravely. “I am in your debt.”

She waved that away. “He’s saved my life too many times to count. I’m happy to return the favor.” She frowned. “Besides, I can’t blame him. If it had been my father they were holding, I might have tried to charge in there, too.”

Now Sangram shook his head. “Bhavin Aachari and Tarun Sellathurai. Astounding. I know of Aachari, though I don’t believe we’ve met. But his reputation is similar to Tarun’s. Good men. Friendly. Well-liked.”

“Just a façade, covering over a lust for power and a willingness to do anything to get it,” Sundra put in. He was still a bit put out over his father’s scolding him. He’d been trying to save his mother and brother, after all!

It was Pillai who got them back on track, with her usual focus. “At least we have their location,” she pointed out. “The only question is, what do we do about it?”

“We storm the place,” Sundra replied at once, rising to his feet—they were in the sitting room, and he’d taken a seat when they’d returned. “You, me, Kosala, and Sanga. Between us, we can handle whoever they’ve got inside. We go in, we grab Mother and Sumana, and we get out. Over and done.”

But Kosala shook her head. “They’ve got guards watching the place,” the pirate lord reminded him. “And if there are two outside, odds are there’ll be more.” She frowned, toying with one of her many daggers as she thought. “If it were me, I’d have men on the neighboring roofs with bows. You said the buildings were close together?”

Ruhi nodded. “Only a sliver of space between them—so probably too far to jump from one to the next, but close enough for an easy shot.”

“Then we go by water,” Sanga suggested. Sundra’s father had brought out a map of the city, very much like the one Ruhi had shown them at her home, and the rangy pirate traced the Lower Canal on it, stopping roughly where they’d found the tailor’s. “We sail the Shikra up to this island, circle that and the next one, down the canal. Stop right behind the place.” He stroked his chin. “The upstairs are his living quarters and the downstairs his shop, hmm? So we climb the mast and jump onto the roof from there. In through the window, take them unawares.”

Much as Sundra would have loved that to have worked, he was forced to disagree. “The canal’s too narrow for the Shikra,” he explained. “And there are jal dvaar across the mouth of it, anyway. Plus you’d literally be circling Dveep Karagar. Good luck explaining to the city guard why you’re taking a pirate ship down the canal!”

Kosala had been listening closely, as always. The raja rarely missed anything. “We could use a smaller boat,” she offered. “A badan would fit through there, and we could even carry it to the canal here.” She pointed to the footbridge near that part of the city. “Wouldn’t be able to climb a mast but we could sneak up on the place from behind.”

“Only if you can take out the sentries,” Pillai corrected. She and the raja traded glares—Sundra thought they secretly respected each other, but they were both strong-willed and not about to give ground.

Sanga, however, grinned. “I can handle them. If someone can get their attention first.”

Ruhi nodded. “I can do that.” She grimaced. “Spirits know I won’t be much help in an actual fight.” That was certainly true, though it was hardly her fault. And she had plenty of other talents and skills to make up for that.

Sundra’s father cleared his throat. “No killing,” he warned. Both pirates stared, and Sundra glared, but his father lifted his chin. “I mean it,” he insisted. “You cannot go around killing citizens.” Sundra started to argue, but the older Aruvar held up a hand. “No. If they attack you, that is one thing. Of course you should defend yourself. But until then, no killing.”

“So we let them attack us, and then we can kill them?” Sundra protested. He could tell, however, that his father was not about to budge on this.

Fortunately, Sanga didn’t seem too concerned. “I can take them out without killing them,” he promised.

Ruhi nodded. “So I approach from the front, make some noise, and get their attention. Kosala and Sanga approach by boat from the rear. Sanga takes out the guards on the roof.” She bit her lip, and Sundra knew she was remembering the guards she’d spotted out front.

“I’ll go with you,” Pillai told her. She patted her spear. “I’m not much use at sneaking—we all saw the truth of that! And in tight quarters, this won’t help much. But the pair out front, I can handle. Without killing them unless they force me.”

Ruhi gave the guard captain a grateful smile but then turned a worried eye toward Sundra. “That leaves you to go inside on your own,” she said. “I don’t like that.”

“I don’t either,” his father agreed. He sighed and straightened. “I will go with you.”

Sundra stared at him. Sangram Aruvar, offering to break into a shop and fight off thugs? Who was this man? Still, he shook his head. “I appreciate the offer,” he said, and meant it. “But if they have trained fighters inside, you won’t stand a chance.” He did need at least one person to watch his back, though.

Fortunately, he knew exactly who to ask.

His father seemed to read his mind. “One of your old friends?” Sundra nodded. “Who? Madhav?”

That made him laugh, remembering the last time he’d seen his wild friend waving a sword around. “No, not if I want to keep my own head! No, Chirag. He’s the only one of them who can handle himself.” Though his friend kept quiet about such things, Sundra happened to know he was decent with a blade. Not up to his own level but they’d sparred before and he felt confident with Chirag beside him.

“I’ll go collect him,” he said, heading toward the door. “Once I return, we’ll set out.”

His father nodded. “We have a badan you can use,” he told Kosala. “I’ll show you to it.”

Ruhi stayed where she was. “Be careful,” she warned Sundra, and he waved back, but he wasn’t concerned.

This wasn’t the hard part.

That would come next.

À À À

As expected, Chirag had agreed immediately. Minutes after he’d arrived at the Mudalier estate, Sundra was heading back home, his friend at his side.

They were nearly there when a pair of men stepped out of the shadows, blocking their path.

Then two more appeared behind them.

“Don’t go looking for trouble,” one warned, hefting a short club. “Or it’s likely to find you.”

The foursome circled them, each bearing a club or rod. “Remember, don’t kill him,” one of them reminded the others, and for a second Sundra was confused. They’d hardly seemed as concerned about his welfare the last time!

Then he realized, and turned to stare at his friend.

For his part, Chirag looked half embarrassed and half ashamed. “I’m sorry,” he told Sundra. “I told you they’d bought him.”

He meant his father, of course. Who had been home just now, and must have heard when Sundra had asked Chirag to help him get his family back. Then he’d gotten word to the Shasak Samiti somehow.

Despite that, Sundra found he couldn’t hate the man or even condemn him. Chiranjee Mudalier was clever and quiet, just like his son, but he wasn’t very strong-willed. And if he thought his eldest son and heir might get hurt, why wouldn’t he act to stop it?

Right now, however, Sundra needed to focus on the four men in his way. He drew his sword, brandishing it at the nearest man. “So you have to keep him alive, but not me.” He smiled. “I’ll be sure to let my father know.”

Then he lunged—and, as the man in front of him shuddered away from the approaching blade, Sundra kicked out at the man on his left instead. The surprise blow caught his would-be assailant in the stomach, doubling him over, and a second kick knocked him out cold.

At the same time, Chirag charged one of the other men, barreling into him and knocking both of them to the ground. The stranger was on the bottom, and his head hit the ground with a decided thunk. He didn’t get back up.

The two remaining men attacked, swinging their clubs. But Sundra dodged his foe, punching the man in the face with his sword hand instead. The talwar’s heavy guard smashed into the man’s nose and chin and he collapsed.

Chirag had picked up the first man’s club and was menacing the remaining attacker with it. That let Sundra circle behind. He bashed the man in the back of the head with his sword hilt, knocking him out as well.

“We need to hurry,” he warned, breaking into a run toward his house. “If they’ve sent word to Pannu’s, they could have more men waiting—or be moving my mother and brother somewhere else!”

His friend nodded and raced alongside him. “Thank you,” he managed to gasp, and Sundra knew exactly what he was saying. He smiled.

“You aren’t your father,” he replied. Which was true of them all.

À À À

The others were ready when Sundra burst in, but stumbled to a halt when he managed to blurt out what had happened. “If they’re ready for us . . .” Sanga started, but Kosala stopped him.

“It’s still our best plan,” the raja reminded him, and Ruhi nodded. “And they may think they’ve already stopped us before we got started.”

Sundra’s father caught him by the shoulder as they all turned to go. “Be careful,” he warned. “I wish I could help somehow.”

“I know,” Sundra told him. “Don’t worry. I’ll bring them home.”

His father embraced him. “You come home too.”

Sundra nodded, pulling free and hoping the quick motion would dash away the tears in his eyes.

Then they were outside and hurrying toward the tradesman’s district, the tailor’s, and hopefully his missing family members.

À À À

It was getting dark as they approached the café where he and Ruhi had lunched earlier. Which Kosala and Sanga had assured him was the perfect time to strike. “Harder for them to see in the twilight,” they’d explained. “And it’s the end of a long day, so they’ll be tired, restless. Careless.”

They spotted the first two guards at once, still leaning against the neighboring shop. “You wait here,” Ruhi instructed, nodding to Pillai. “We’ve got this.” And she strode out across the street, making straight for the pair.

“She’s something, your friend,” Chirag said quietly, and Sundra laughed.

“You have no idea.”

They watched as Ruhi got in the guards’ faces. They couldn’t hear what was said from this far away, but she was acting as if she were furious, and the two men clearly didn’t know what to do about it. Then Pillai got involved. She was waving her spear around, clanging it against the shop’s pillars, creating an awful racket.

Which is when Sundra saw a head pop up on the roof to Pannu’s left. Then another to the tailor’s right.

The rooftop sentries had heard the commotion and were checking to see if they needed to get involved.

Sundra heard a faint whistling sound—and the sentry on the left disappeared from view.

Then the same sound again, and the sentry on the right vanished.

Sanga had done as promised. The coast was clear.

“Now!” Sundra rushed forward, heading straight for the tailor’s shop. The two guards saw him coming, but Pillai menaced them with her spear, keeping them back as he and Chirag charged up the steps. The door was shut, but now wasn’t the time for subtlety, or politeness. Sundra kicked it open.

The heavy screen caught the first interior guard full in the face, sending him careening back into the wall.

Sundra slammed the man back as he passed, knocking him out without slowing down. Another was already advancing from a doorway off the hall, sword drawn.

A block, a slash, and the way was clear once more.

Sundra didn’t see anyone else. This floor only had a large showroom, a backroom, and a pair of fitting rooms. They were all empty.

But there was a staircase, leading up.

Of course, that’s where he’d wait, right at the top, Sundra thought. Catch whoever’s coming up off guard, with nowhere to go.

He grabbed a nearby bolt of cloth and took the steps two at a time. Then, just before the top, he stabbed the bolt forward like a huge, padded sword.

The man who’d emerged there tried to block, but he was expecting a sword blade, not a big heavy roll of fabric. He toppled backward.

Before he could get back up, Sundra was up the last steps and kicked the man in the head. Another one down.

The first door off the hall led to a small, tasteful sitting room. But it was empty.

So was the next one.

That left only the door on the other side. Sundra carefully pushed it open. The space beyond was dark, and quiet.

“Hello?” He stepped carefully through—

And something burst out of the darkness.

It hit Sundra full in the face, and he stumbled back.

Before he could recover, the dark had swallowed him up.


Chapter Twenty-four

Ruhi

Rolling over, Ruhi stretched and promptly bashed her arm against something. Stupid shared room, she thought, massaging her bruised elbow. Always banging into the wall.

Except that was back at Kosala’s estate on Surpakat. Here at home, her bed’s headboard was up against the wall, with space to either side.

Nor did she remember making it back home. In fact, she couldn’t recall anything after the tailor’s shop.

Forcing her eyes open, Ruhi saw at once that she was in neither place. She had just hit the wall, but this one was richly brocaded, with age-worn but still lovely tapestries hanging here and there, not the plain, clean white plaster of the room she shared with Sundra. And this bed was heavily carved, with tall, ornate pillars rising from each corner to support a frilled orange canopy. Beyond that she could make out a heavily beamed ceiling, also carved in great detail. The floor appeared to be a dark green marble, and sturdy gilded doors, also elaborately crafted, barred the entrance. The whole place was heavily scented with agarwood, camphor, and saffron, so thick it was almost cloying.

Where in the spirits’ name was she?

Sitting up carefully, Ruhi put a hand to her aching head. Normally she was a light sleeper, able to wake quickly and easily after only a few hours’ sleep. Why, then, did she feel so drained now, and so fuzzy?

The last thing she remembered was her and Pillai distracting the guards so Sundra and his friend could get by them and into the shop. Something had moved, off to her side, and she’d spun around to look—and then nothing. Running her fingers over her skull, Ruhi found a spot that made her wince when touched. So, someone must have hit her.

But how had she ended up wherever she was now?

Using the nearest bedpost as a support, she dragged herself to her feet. The room spun a little as she did, but a few deep breaths helped to steady her. Then Ruhi looked around, studying everything she could see.

Wherever she was, it was expensive, that much was obvious. The wall coverings, the furniture—a handsome dresser and a small bedside table, as well as a table and stool for donning makeup, in addition to the bed itself—the door and window, and even the floor and ceiling said as much. There was a grandeur here that she’d seen at Armaan Gounder’s, and a more subdued version at Sundra’s own home. Here, it was much more proudly displayed.

Crossing the room to try the door, Ruhi realized she was not wearing the clothes she’d had on yesterday and fallen asleep in last night, either.

Instead, she was garbed in a sari, with a choli and ghagra underneath. These were not the same ones Chhavi had loaned her, however. Those had been black and tan. These were red and gold. They fit her well, though, and had somehow been expertly adjusted in her sleep. Ruhi pushed away thoughts about privacy and modesty, helped no doubt by growing up around warehouse workers and then living among pirates. Whoever had dressed her, it did not appear they had taken any other liberties.

But who had done it? And why?

The door was firmly latched on the other side, and she tugged on it to no avail. The walls looked solid enough, and the tapestries did not conceal any doors, though she did stop to study one that showed a pair of men, older and younger, both in uniform, armed, and both boasting thick mustaches. The window screen proved to be a single, carved piece of wood, fitted tightly into the frame. She was trying to pull it free when she heard the door open behind her.

“Ah, you are awake. Excellent.” It was a man’s voice, but not a familiar one. Turning, Ruhi saw a man around her own age, short and pudgy, with a thin, well-oiled mustache and long, dark locks of hair. His open-necked kurta was of silk, delicately embroidered around the collar, cuffs and hem, and a long angavastra patterned like a sunset in waves of rose to violet was draped from one shoulder to the opposite hip, over a thick mekhela and above deep red gharara. The curved slippers on his feet were done in a gold and red brocade, and jewelry dripped from fingers, wrists, neck, and ears.

She had seen pirates with less ostentatious displays of wealth—and most of them had carried it far better.

“Excuse me,” Ruhi stated, drawing herself up straight despite the lingering fatigue and dizziness and putting as much ice into her tone as she could manage in such a state. “I do not believe we have met.”

The stranger clapped his hands together as if delighted by this remark. “No, I suppose we have not yet, at least not formally,” he agreed. His bow was as extravagant as his attire or this room. “Jayesh Pawari, at your service. And you are Ruhi Naidu.”

She frowned down at him, glad for her greater height at a time like this. “I am. So you know me, but I do not know you, shri.”

He laughed at that. It was a high-pitched sound, like a wheezy giggle. “No, but you will, my dear. Soon, you will come to know me quite well.” There was something slimy about the way he said it and the twitch of his lips, and she felt a chill run through her.

That, at least, helped to further clear her head. “I am afraid I will have to ask you to excuse me,” she told him frostily. “I have friends waiting on me and certain obligations I must fulfill.”

His grin only widened, however, into a full-on leer. “Yes, obligations are very important,” he agreed, tugging at the tip of his mustache. “I am glad we can agree on that. I find that common goals and ideals are essential, don’t you?”

His implication was both evident and unwelcome, and Ruhi frowned. “As we have only just met, shri, I cannot see how that would be a concern for either of us. Now, if you don’t mind.” She moved toward the door but he put himself right in her path.

“Ah, but I do mind, I’m afraid,” he answered. “After all, I cannot have my bride running away on the morning of our wedding, can I? Imagine the impression that would make!”

“Bride?” Ruhi stared at him. “I do not even know you, shri. And I certainly have no intention of marrying you.”

His laugh this time was even less pleasant than before. “I am afraid you have little choice in the matter,” he declared pompously. Then he dared to sneer at her. “You are a young woman, unmarried, alone in a man’s home. Marriage is the only way to preserve whatever honor and reputation you—and your family—have left.”

“Why?” she found herself asking. “Why would you wish to marry me at all?”

He shrugged. “To be honest, that was not my intent. We merely needed you out of the way and held somewhere in case your friends required more convincing. But then it occurred to me, what better way to control you than to make you my wife?”

She bristled at that, and he frowned. “I can see you are strong-willed. But you will learn appropriate behavior.” The “or else” behind that last statement was all too clear—and, from the way his eyes gleamed at the thought, she could tell this Pawari would enjoy administering any punishment.

Ruhi resisted the urge to smack the smirk right off his fleshy face. Mainly because right now she wasn’t sure she could maintain her balance if she did.

Instead, she let herself sag back against the bedpost as if utterly defeated. As she’d suspected, her captor—and would-be husband—appeared to enjoy that.

“I am glad to see you accept your situation,” he told her. “That will make our life together far less problematic.”

She nodded, carefully keeping her eyes downcast. “I—I need to use the water closet,” she said in little more than a whisper.

“Of course, of course.” Victory had clearly made him magnanimous. “It is just there, behind the screen.”

Ruhi twisted her hands together. “Would you mind if . . . ?” She trailed off but shot a glance toward the door.

He dipped his head, the very picture of generosity. “Of course. I shall see to the final arrangements.” He left, shutting the door behind him.


Chapter Twenty-five

Sundra

Sounds washed slowly over him, as sluggish as a wave at low tide, and Sundra groaned, his head pounding in response. He blinked, grimacing at the bright light, and winced away from it, reflexively lifting his hands to shield his face.

But his hands wouldn’t move. Something restrained them.

Struggling to assemble something approaching coherent thought, Sundra blinked again, his eyes slowly adjusting. He was someplace dark and dank, smelling faintly of moisture, mildew . . . and wine?

Wherever he was, he was seated amid what appeared to be a sea of short pillars, and his arms, it seemed, had been tied firmly behind him.

That didn’t bode well.

“Ah.” The voice came from nearby, and Sundra squinted in that direction, making out the blurred shape of a man standing there. “You’re awake. I was afraid Junaid had hit you too hard.” A second, larger shape appeared behind the first, looming there like a statue. “You’ve caused a good deal of trouble, Kunwar Aruvar.”

Sundra glared at the man. His vision had cleared enough now for him to see that his captor was tall and thin and elegantly dressed, with a fine mustache. “I have only just begun, Shri Pannu.”

The tailor smiled. “Very good, but it will not help you much. You are my guest now. I have collected almost the full set.” Giggling at his own joke, Nirupa Pannu turned away. The other man—Junaid—followed, leaving Sundra alone with his aches and his disjointed thoughts.

Slowly, he began to focus again. “The full set”—that could only be referring to his family. Which meant his mother and brother were here! But where was “here,” exactly? And how could he free himself and them from wherever this was?

Sundra looked around. The pillars he’d spied before were in fact torpedo jars, which explained the smell of wine and the cool dampness to the air.

He was in a wine cellar. Most likely underground. Quite possibly beneath a large home. And close to the water, but not the sea itself—near one of the canals, then. That was something, anyway.

“First things first,” Sundra muttered to himself, wanting to break the silence. “I need to free my hands.”

That was easier said than done, especially since he couldn’t even see whatever was tying him. What he could tell, however, was that he was seated on a wooden chair and that it creaked whenever he shifted his weight.

Accordingly, Sundra threw himself to the right. The chair groaned in protest. Then he reversed direction, hurling himself to the left. His seat shrieked as the spindles in back twisted. Again to the right. Then to the left. The sounds from the chair grew more shrill at every turn. But still it didn’t give.

Finally, out of frustration, Sundra threw himself backward instead. The chair slammed into several urns, making them crash into more. Pottery shattered and wine spilled across the rough stone floor, soaking into his boots. But the impact had loosened the chair back as well. Sundra twisted to the side as hard as he could—and, with a sound like a splintered scream, felt that part of the chair tear free. Yes!

Standing, he let the broken back fall to the ground. His hands were still bound, of course, but kneeling and groping about yielded a razor-edged pottery shard. It was difficult working behind his back, but in a few moments Sundra had sawn through the ropes and freed himself.

Now he just had to get out of this cellar, find his family, and escape with them.

No problem.

Heavy footsteps sounded from one end, and he quickly crouched down as a light approached. “Better not be up to anything,” a rough voice declared. “Or I’ll knock you out again.” So this was Junaid. Well, Sundra had a score to settle with him.

He waited until the light was closer. “What the--?” Evidently, the man had just noticed the ruined chair and severed bonds.

Sundra didn’t wait for him to figure out anything else. Leaping up, he charged the man. “Aaaah!”

This Junaid was a big fellow and turned to fight Sundra off—but slipped on the wine and went crashing over instead. His head struck the floor, knocking him out cold. The lantern he’d carried also went flying and shattered somewhere, plunging the cellar back into darkness.

Feeling about him, Sundra found a dagger in the man’s sash and a short, heavy club at his side. Those would have to do. Then, making his way carefully, he edged through the jars in the direction he’d first heard Junaid’s voice.

After fumbling about for a while, he found a grating there, blocking the base of a short set of stone stairs. That was promising.

Sundra ascended slowly, trying for quiet. At the top he found himself in a narrow corridor, with light to either side. Picking at random, he turned left.

The passage soon ran into a proper hallway. Now he could see that he was indeed in a house, and a nice one, though he didn’t recognize it. This was the ground floor, which meant most likely sitting rooms and studies and kitchens, with bedrooms above. He judged that the Shasak Samiti wouldn’t allow his mother and brother the luxury of a bed, which meant they were probably on this floor instead.

Sundra had checked two rooms before he encountered anyone else. “Who’re you?” the man demanded when Sundra glanced into what looked like a formal dining room. “Get out or I’ll—” He didn’t wait to hear the rest of the threat—instead, Sundra raced forward and bashed the man in the head with his pilfered club.

The next room was the kitchen. Several people were busy tending stoves and pots, and Sundra eased back out before they saw him.

Reversing direction, he found a sitting room, then a study, and finally a library. That third chamber had a wall of ornate shelves filled with books and small statues and pottery. Handsome chairs stood before it, placed around a small table.

In one of those chairs sat a lovely woman, bound and gagged. Sundra knew her at once, and the little boy equally trussed beside her.

“Mother!” Rushing in, he knelt at her side and quickly cut her bonds. “Are you all right?”

“Sundra!” She placed a shaking hand on his cheek. “You’ve come home? I am not dreaming?”

“I’m here,” he assured her, freeing his brother. “Are you okay, Sumana?” The boy nodded through his tears. “Good, then let’s get both of you home.”

“I think not.” He hadn’t heard the door behind him but spun around to find Nirupa Pannu there, two men with drawn swords at his side. “Lay down that dagger or my men will subdue you by force.”

In response, Sundra hurled the club at the man on the left. Taken by surprise, it hit him full in the head, slamming him back into the wall. He was unconscious before he hit the ground.

The other man cursed and tried to attack but had to push past his boss to do so. That gave Sundra enough time to look around him—and to grab up a tall, slim metal jug sitting nearby. It made a decent club, and he bashed the man’s sword aside before slashing his throat.

“Stand aside,” Sundra warned the tailor. “Or you’ll get the same.”

Paling at the threat, Pannu held up his hands. “You will regret this,” he insisted, but pressed up against the wall as Sundra approached.

“One of us certainly will,” he assured the tailor as he led his family past and toward the door.

A minute later, they were outside. The air had never tasted so sweet, nor the dawn looked so lovely. The Lower Canal was mere steps away, with Dveep Karagar visible in the distance to the right, which meant they were not far from Pannu’s shop. That made sense, since it would have been difficult to carry Sundra over any great distance unseen. More importantly, it meant he knew exactly where they were and how to get back to their estate.

His mother laid a hand on his arm. “Your father?” she asked. She looked tired and less than perfectly arranged, but otherwise unharmed.

“He’s fine,” Sundra assured her. “He’s waiting at home.”

The smile that won from her warmed him through and through, as did the sound of his brother’s laughter as they walked quickly down the avenue. They all kept their eyes open for trouble, but it seemed the Shasak Samiti was all out of tricks.

For the moment.


Chapter Twenty-six

Ruhi

As soon as she heard the latch, Ruhi tossed aside her feigned servility and straightened. How dare he? She would make him pay for such effrontery!

First, she needed to extricate herself from this situation, and as quickly as possible.

The door would be no help—no doubt her intended was waiting in the hall beyond or had servants watching it for him. Instead Ruhi turned back toward the window. The screen was too sturdy to shatter without an axe but it was merely fitted in place, without any latches or fasteners. Her nails would not be sufficient help, but fortunately her unknown dresser had fastened Ruhi’s sari with several sturdy pins. Yanking those free, Ruhi bent one back and used it to pry at the screen. She wedged the full length of the pin between there and the frame, then worked a second one under the screen’s outer edge.

Pulling carefully, she managed to drag that side out an inch. Yes!

Trying again, Ruhi was able to get enough space to jam her fingers between screen and frame. From there, it was simple to pull that side loose and slip through.

The window did not face outward, unfortunately, and she found herself standing in a columned hallway, looking down on one side of an open courtyard. No one was watching this side of her room, however, and she slipped along the balcony to the stairs without being noticed.

Then it was downstairs and into the wider hall beneath one side, toward the heavy double doors beyond.

“You!” someone shouted behind her as Ruhi hurried through the house. “Stop!”

Instead, she ran.

A man was entering as she reached the door and looked up in surprise and alarm. Instead of stopping or trying to go around, Ruhi used a trick she’d seen Sanga and others employ.

Lowering her shoulder, she slammed directly into the man, knocking him backward through the doorway and off his feet.

She stumbled over him but kept moving. Then broke into a full sprint down the wide, flower-edged walkway and toward the thick wall beyond.

A pair of men stood guard at the tall gates there, and Ruhi wasn’t sure how to get past them.

So, before they spotted her, she swerved to the side, toward one of the trees lining the wall.

Her years of scaling shelves in the warehouse came in handy now. Leaping up, Ruhi caught hold of a branch and hauled herself into the tree’s boughs.

Then, twisting around, she grabbed the wall’s upper edge—fortunately, it was flat and clear!—and pushed off from it, lifting herself up and over.

She landed hard on the street beyond, tumbling to the ground, but managed to roll with the impact.

A minute later, shaken but otherwise intact, she scrambled back to her feet and took off down the avenue.

Shouts and cries from the estate she’d just escaped rang out behind her but faded as she pushed herself out of the area as fast as she could go.

À À À

It was well past dawn by the time Ruhi stormed up the stairs and slammed open the door to her family’s apartment. Her father was nowhere in sight—no doubt already out meeting with some client or other, since she’d not heard him in the warehouse as she’d passed—but her aunt was in the kitchen and jumped at the sound. She rushed out, taking in Ruhi’s disheveled appearance at a glance.

“What has happened?” The woman demanded, grabbing her niece in a fierce hug.

Caught somewhere between anger and the aftermath of fear, Ruhi found herself sobbing as she explained.

“Oh, you poor dear!” Auntie Rudra exclaimed, stroking her hair. Then, almost too soft for Ruhi to hear, she muttered, “But perhaps it might have been for the best.”

“What?” Ruhi recoiled, tearing herself free to scowl down at the older, shorter woman. “For the best? For me to have been forced into marriage with some leering idiot? What is wrong with you?”

Now Rudra found her voice. “What is wrong with me?” she retorted, backing up a step so she could glare back at Ruhi, hands going to her hips. “That might have been the only option left for you! You have been living with a man, unwed, among pirates! Who else would possibly want you now?”

“Who would—? Is that all you can think about, truly?” Ruhi grabbed her aunt by the shoulders and shook the shorter woman. “I am not some little girl to be married off! I never asked for that, and I don’t want it!” Releasing her aunt, she turned away in disgust, pacing around the room. “Do you have any idea the things I’ve seen and done these past months?” she demanded when she’d calmed slightly. “The people I have faced down? I am not some desperate child, Auntie! If I marry, it will be my choice! Not yours, and certainly not some nasty, spoiled noble!”

“Then you will die old and alone!” her aunt snapped back, wringing her hands. “And your father and I will be brokenhearted over it! Is that what you want for him?”

That argument had worked to cow Ruhi in the past, but she was too angry to let it faze her now. “Father will be happy as long as I am happy,” she replied. “I wish you could be, too.”

Her aunt only scowled back at her, though her eyes now filled with tears. “Of course I want you to be happy,” she insisted, less bite in her voice than before. “And your father. But I am also thinking of dear Fia. She would have wanted you to have a husband, a family, of your own.”

The pain in her voice jolted Ruhi out of her rage. She had only faded memories of her mother, who’d died when she was still very young, but knew her aunt had adored her, as had her father. And yes, when she looked at it more objectively, she knew Aunt Rudra meant well. But still the woman infuriated her!

Now, however, she forced herself to keep a level tone as she took her aunt’s hands. “I know you love me,” Ruhi told her. “And that you only want what you think is best for me. But, Auntie, I am not a child anymore. I am a woman, and I make my own decisions. And that is something my mother would have wanted for me, too.”

For a moment, their eyes met. And Rudra’s were not the only ones filled with tears.

“Ah, she was such a gentle soul, your mother,” the older woman whispered, looking away. “Too good for this world.” She let out a hiccupping little laugh. “But when she decided something, there was no moving her, not for all the jewels in the world. Your father gave up trying, early on. He used to say, ‘if she is happy, I am happy, so why argue about it?’” Pulling free, she wiped at her eyes. “In that, you certainly are her daughter.”

Despite everything, Ruhi had to laugh. “Yes, that sounds about right.” Then she reached out and pulled her aunt into a tight hug. “So please, let’s not argue, hm?”

Her aunt sniffled and harrumphed, but after a second hugged her back. “Fine. But do not blame me if you wind up the old unmarried aunt in all your friends’ family portraits.”

Ruhi started to laugh—but stopped as an image flashed into her head. “The tapestry!” she gasped. “It was him!”

“Him who?” her aunt asked.

But Ruhi was already racing for the stairs.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Sundra

They had just returned home to a tearful reunion with his father when Ruhi burst in, followed by Kosala, Sanga, and Pillai.

Sundra was on his feet in an instant. “What’s wrong?” he asked, approaching his friend the same way he would a panicked horse. Because he could see right away that something had upset her. Ruhi’s hair was coming loose from its braid, her face was flushed, her eyes wide, and perspiration was beading her forehead. She was also, he noted absently, wearing different clothes from her usual, and though the sari was attractive, it was not in colors he thought she’d have chosen for herself.

Besides which, he’d rarely known his friend to be so impolite as to just rush across the patio and in between the columns to where they all sat. Normally, Ruhi would have cleared her throat, called out as she approached, something to alert them and make sure she was welcome.

Now she shook her head, but he could see she was trembling as he eased her into a chair beside Sumana, who waved shyly. “Here, have some lassi, it will calm you,” he offered, reaching for the pitcher and pouring out a tall glass. Apparently, Ekta and Bhavna had returned this morning, despite his father’s having sent the staff away before, and were already in the kitchen preparing food.

Ruhi accepted the drink and sipped from it while Sundra introduced his mother and brother to the others, but her gaze was elsewhere. She barely seemed to notice how the rest of the table had leaned in, eager to hear what had alarmed her so.

“What’s happened?” Kosala demanded. “We were looking everywhere for you, only to find you coming up the walk here as we ourselves returned.” She idly tapped one of her daggers on the table—earning a sharp, reproving glance from Devi Aruvar. Sundra repressed a smile. Even after her own ordeal, it was unwise to mess with his mother, particularly in her own home.

Having delivered that wordless warning, however, Devi then turned to Ruhi and laid a gentle hand on the younger woman’s arm. “Are you all right?” she asked softly.

Sundra felt a burst of relief when his friend nodded. “Yes, I’m fine,” she answered. Then, noticing all the attention, Ruhi repeated, “Really. I’m fine.”

“Then what’s wrong?” Sanga asked. The tall pirate’s fingers clenched and unclenched, and Sundra suspected the man wanted desperately to take Ruhi’s hand but didn’t dare. How amusing to see the normally confident pirate so unsure of himself!

Ruhi sighed and rubbed at the spot just above her nose. “I—something happened to me last night,” she finally admitted. “Or maybe this morning. I’m not entirely sure.”

She launched into an explanation of recent events, and Sundra listened with growing horror—and rage. “How dare he!” he finally burst out, after Ruhi had described her meeting with Jayesh Pawari and his declaration of their impending marriage. “That little worm! I’ll gut him like the miserable pig he is!” Sumana gasped, but also looked delighted at the same time, which Sundra was secretly glad to see. His little brother had been quiet on the way home but was clearly beginning to regain his usual exuberance.

Meanwhile, Ruhi quirked an eyebrow, amused in the midst of reliving her own terror. “I take it you know him?”

“Know him?” Sundra snorted. “Of course I know him! He’s a foul little man and utterly full of himself. His father was exactly the same way.” His righteous indignation faded at the thought of the older Pawari.

Kosala, of course, missed nothing. “Was?” she asked, those sharp eyes boring into him. Sundra glanced away and shrugged.

“He died,” he explained. “A tragic accident.” He could feel his father’s stare joining with the raja’s, skewering him from both sides. “But why in the waves would a pompous jerk like Jayesh force you to marry him?”

After a moment, his own father nodded. “It is true,” Sangram agreed. “The Pawaris are an old family, one of the first to achieve nobility here in Devrapatnam. They have always taken their name and lineage very seriously. Jivaka was like that, and from what I’ve seen, Jayesh is precisely the same. Nothing against you, Ruhi, but Sundra is correct, they would see such a match as utterly beneath them.”

Ruhi frowned, though not at them. “He seemed rather set on it, though,” she stated, not arguing but merely recollecting. “He said I was initially taken as leverage, but I guess he thought marrying me would make me more compliant.”

“More compliant?” Sanga smirked at her. “That seems unlikely.”

“Certainly not now, after I’ve grown all rough-edged from associating with pirates,” Ruhi shot back. She waved her hand. “Anyway, I got away, so that’s that.”

Sundra had remained standing during her recitation of events. Now he moved resolutely toward the columns and the space beyond them. “I will deal with Jayesh,” he declared, one hand going to his sword. “His father called me out for supposedly insulting his honor. It’s high time I returned the favor.”

His mother started and half rose from her chair. “Sundra, you mustn’t!” she insisted. “Think what would happen to you if you did!”

Beside her—his father had hardly left her side since their return—Sangram nodded. “You are not a blood relative,” he pointed out. “Thus you have no legal right to demand satisfaction, even by normal rules.”

“I don’t care!” Sundra snapped. “He frightened my friend . . . and would have done worse if she hadn’t somehow escaped.” He glanced at Ruhi, who nodded confirmation of that. “He has to pay.”

A chair scraped, and Sanga rose, looming over the table. “Agreed,” the rangy pirate stated, gripping his own weapon, his long face grim. “But not by you. Listen to your parents. You cannot afford to get involved.” The quick smile that flashed across his face was predatory, even vicious. “I will handle him.”

“Sit down, both of you!” It was Ruhi who snapped that, slamming her hands down flat on the table, and they both froze, then dropped into seats like a pair of chastened schoolboys. “No one is going anywhere or doing anything about my business except me!” She glared at them, and Sundra hung his head. “I appreciate the support, but I am not some blushing little girl. I can fight my own battles, thank you very much.”

Sundra almost pointed out that, in fact, she was terrible at fighting, but thought better of it just in time. He nodded instead.

Pillai had been watching the interaction with evident amusement. Now she spoke into the quiet that followed. “All that aside, this Pawari character is clearly part of the Shasak Samiti. Which means he must know who else is involved.”

“He must,” Sundra agreed. He stood again, but more carefully this time. “I, for one, would like to find out who that is.”

“Don’t—” Ruhi started, but he smiled down at her.

“I’m not going to confront him or challenge him to a duel,” he promised, ignoring the little gasp from his mother at that. “I won’t even bang on his front door. But I do wish to take a little stroll after breakfast, some fresh air to help my digestion. And if I wander past a certain estate, well, perhaps I might see something worth noticing.”

Sanga moved to stand, too, but Sundra shook his head at the tall pirate. “I’m afraid you’d be too easily noticed and too readily remembered,” he told the other man. “As would Kosala or Pillai. No, don’t worry, I think I can manage the walk all on my own.”

And, before anyone else could object or offer to come along, he exited the room, taking the hallway through the kitchen and out the side door.

À À À

Of course, once he was on the avenue and headed toward the Pawari estate, Sundra realized this might not be the wisest course of action. After all, he’d promised not to confront Jayesh—though the little weasel certainly deserved it! What did that leave him? It wasn’t like they would have a large signpost outside their home listing the rest of their cabal. He was already in motion, however, and did intend to enjoy the fresh air and exercise, at least.

The sun was well and fully up by now, and people bustled about, riding or leading horses and carts and carriages, carrying bundles or sacks or messages. Most were dressed in simple working clothes, clearly servants and other staff, while others had on finer attire, possibly artisans or merchants come to speak with a noble about some job or other. Only a few were dressed as well as Sundra himself, and everyone he passed nodded politely or bowed.

After months of trying not to get noticed on the streets of Surpakat—and being attacked most of the times he was—Sundra found the attention slightly unnerving. Had he really accepted such treatment as his due before?

A man appeared up ahead, walking this way, and as he approached Sundra became aware of three things. First, the man was enormous, as tall as Sanga but twice as wide and made of tanned muscle. Second, he wore a full beard, unusual here in the city, and only a loose black sadri over bright blue shalwar, with thick leather bracers covering both brawny forearms. A massive tegha was thrust through his sash.

Finally, Sundra recognized him.

Part of him wanted to turn and run but he knew he’d already been seen and that showing fear was exactly what the man wanted. Accordingly, Sundra squared his shoulders, raised his chin, and marched forward, not stopping until he was almost—but not quite—within arm’s reach. “Raja Koliya,” he declared, dipping his head in a bow from one equal to another. “This is an unexpected encounter. I had thought you still in the Isles.” Indeed, he’d had no idea the man ever left the safety of the pirate havens except to take his fleet hunting for prey.

Yet here the big pirate was, rumbling a laugh from behind his thick beard. “Kunwar Aruvar,” he responded, nodding back. “Look at you, back home and all prettied up!”

Despite not wanting to show any reaction to the brawny pirate lord’s goading, Sundra frowned. “You knew my rank back on Surpakat?” Like no doubt countless others, he kept thinking a man as big and brutish as Koliya had to be slow and stupid. The raja was neither.

He received a smirk in return. “I know a lot of things,” Koliya announced. “And I have a great many friends.”

That brought Sundra back to the other night and the battle on the docks. “You are in league with the Shasak Samiti,” he accused, anger driving out his fear. “They abducted my family!” And Ruhi, he nearly added but caught himself just in time.

The massive pirate shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he claimed, though his grin suggested otherwise. “I’ve only just arrived, myself. But if their safety concerns you, perhaps you and your father should be more careful.”

Sundra reached for his sword, and Koliya’s eyes narrowed. “Try it, little prince, and I’ll hack you to pieces right here in the street,” the pirate warned, as casually as if he were asking directions to the harbor. His eyes, however, were deadly serious, and Sundra forced himself to lift his hand away. “Good.”

The big raja leaned in. “You should be more careful, you know,” he said in a sly tone. “Devrapatnam is full of dangerous characters. Why, I hear there are even pirates about, acting like they own the place!” He laughed at his own joke, then slapped Sundra on the shoulder hard enough to knock him back a step.

“Take care, little prince,” Koliya called as he passed. “And pay attention—things may become very interesting here, very soon.”

Sundra glared after him, but had enough common sense not to pursue the man. Once Koliya had turned off the main avenue, however, he hurried back home.

The dishes had all been cleared away, and most of the others had retired to the courtyard, where Sumana was tossing a ball with Sanga while the rest sat in chairs and low divans. “What did you find?” Ruhi asked as soon as Sundra reached them. “Anything new?”

“You could say that,” he replied, and told them about his encounter with Koliya.

“Damn his eyes!” Kosala snapped, causing Sumana to giggle and Devi to sigh in disapproval. “Sorry. We knew Dhamakaana was here, from the ones who attacked us on the docks. It must have been his fleet we saw sailing north of us, on our way here—he diverted toward this city while the rest went on, to harbor up there. But what is he thinking, parading around like that? And what is he up to?”

“We already know he’s involved with the Shasak Samiti,” Pillai pointed out. “As is Chennama. And this Pawari. Koliya was probably meeting with him to plan something.”

That made sense. The question was, what were they up to? Whatever it was, it had been enough to lure the big raja here all the way from Surpakat. And that couldn’t be good.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Ruhi

Sundra’s father had retreated to his office, claiming urgent council business he could not put off any longer. His mother had gone to oversee the rest of the household staff’s return and had dragged his little brother with her to keep him from pestering their guests. So it was only Ruhi, Sundra, Kosala, Sanga, and Pillai still in the courtyard when Ruhi remembered the other reason she had hurried over here this morning.

“When I was in that house,” she started, realizing the experience had perhaps shaken her more than she cared to admit, “I saw something, a tapestry in one of the rooms.” She directed this statement toward Kosala and Sanga, leaning forward to make sure she had their attention. “It was a portrait of two men. I’m almost certain they were Azad Pariyar and his son.”

“Really?” Sanga clearly understood what that meant, but Kosala looked puzzled. It took a second for Ruhi to realize why.

“We never got the chance to tell you,” she explained to the raja now. “We found an image of the sword, in the city’s portrait gallery. Worn by Navi Pariyar.”

Now she had everyone’s attention—and all but Sanga had questions.

“What’s this about a sword?” Sundra wanted to know, and Pillai nodded agreement. Meanwhile, Kosala’s question was a different one:

“Who is Navi Pariyar?”

“He’s one of the great heroes of Devraptnam,” Sundra answered for her. “He and his father Azad led the fleet that fought off . . .” He trailed off, though, as he registered what he was saying, and to whom, but he mustered himself to finish. “The pirates. They fought off the pirates.”

“It was the Raja Samudree,” Sanga added. “The Pirate King. What really happened is unclear”—he said that with a quick glare at Ruhi—“but we know he came here with all the ships in his fleet and all those he could convince to follow him. And that he never returned. Most of them didn’t.”

Ruhi nodded. “But somehow Navi Pariyar wound up with his sword. The Bhagskha Yang, Sanga called it.” She frowned at her employer. “You might have told me its name—and history—before.”

Pillai barked out a laugh. “So that’s why you’re here!” she said, slapping her leg before pointing at Kosala. “You think you’re going to find the Bhagskha Yang! Here, of all places!”

“And why not?” the raja shot back. “It’s certainly never turned up in the Isles!”

“Because it sank to the bottom of the ocean, along with his ship and everyone onboard!” the guard captain retorted. “Everyone knows that story!”

In response, Kosala dug something small out of her vest and tossed it at Pillai, who automatically caught it. Ruhi knew even before her friend held it up that it was the ring Kosala had shown her while still on the Shikra.

“That belonged to one of Jhaveri’s men,” Kosala declared, tossing back her head. “It survived. And wound up here. Why not the Bhagskha Yang as well?”

“Sorry,” Sundra said, holding up his hands. “What’s this about a fated blade? And how do you know about it? What’s been going on here?”

Ruhi explained about her assignment, and her friend glared at Kosala. “I should’ve known you weren’t bringing me back out of the goodness of your heart,” he muttered. “You were just after this sword and figured I was an easy way into the city.”

The raja shrugged, pulling a knife and flipping it end over end in one hand. “Our goals aligned,” she corrected mildly. “Your family needed help, you needed to help them, and I wanted to search for the sword, preferably aided by somebody who knew this city.” She smiled, as sharp-edged as one of her blades. “You have what you want. Is it wrong of me to ask for a little help getting what I want in return?”

“What’s so special about this sword, other than who owned it before?” Sundra asked next. “Is it just that this so-called Pirate King had it?”

Sanga bristled at that. “It wasn’t an empty title,” he corrected with a bite to his tone. “Sivan Jhaveri forged the pirates of the Isles into a single massive fleet. Nobody’d ever done that before, and nobody’s managed it since.”

“Showing up at the next Parishad meeting with the Bhagskha Yang at your side would make a powerful statement,” Pillai agreed, studying Kosala. “Officially, legally, it wouldn’t change anything. Unofficially?” She shrugged. “You’d be seen as the de facto leader of the council. People would talk about whether you had what it takes to do what Jhaveri did and unite the Isles once more.”

Kosala’s smile this time was smaller, tighter, more private—and more knowing. And Sundra sat up straighter in response.

“It’s not an empty symbol, though, is it?” he asked. “You wouldn’t go to all this trouble if it was. There’s something about the sword itself, some real, tangible value. That’s why you want it, not just to stir things up some among the other rajas.”

Ruhi closed her eyes, remembering the sketch she carried in her vest and the portrait she’d seen in the Puralekh. “The picture you gave me, the sword was unadorned, all in black iron,” she recalled, blinking and studying her employer. “But the picture we saw, it had rubies set into it, and they gleamed against the rest.” Kosala pursed her lips, but Ruhi wasn’t backing down this time. “If you really expect me to find it for you, you need to tell me everything you know about it,” she insisted instead. “Now.”

For a moment, no one moved. Then the pirate lord nodded. “Fine.” She studied the tip of her knife. “There were stories, long ago, about the Bhagskha Yang. About how it . . . could do more than just cut and thrust. How it granted its owner certain powers.”

“What powers?” Ruhi demanded. “What can it do?”

“It helped Jhaveri charm the other pirate captains,” Kosala answered. “It made his men fiercely loyal to him, almost mindlessly so. It gave him control over the Isles.”

Pillai snorted. “And now you want to use it the same way,” she accused. “To take over. No more council, just a single Raja Samudree—or a Rani Samudree instead.”

Kosala met the guard captain’s stare with one of her own. “And why not?” she argued. “Why shouldn’t I take charge? Or would you rather Koliya did?” When the other woman scowled, she continued, “Do you think it’s a coincidence he’s here now? Strutting around, telling Sundra to watch out? He wants the sword for himself—and somehow he knows it’s been here.”

Ruhi had been wondering about that possibility herself, and now found herself nodding. “You said the ring came from a man who’d been captured from here in Devraptnam. Which means he wound up in the Indentures Hall. I know Udayin had connections there; it’s how he knew whenever a nobleman turned up for him to torment. You must have a contact there as well and heard about the ring. So Koliya could, too. If he found out about it being there, and recognized the description, he would’ve come to the same conclusion you did. And that would have brought him here.”

Kosala scowled, slamming her knife down onto the couch arm, hard enough and deep enough to embed the tip there. “That conniving wretch!” she swore. “The Bhagskha Yang is mine!”

“Only if we get to it first,” Ruhi corrected. Then she smiled. “But at least we have an idea where to look.”

Sundra cleared his throat. “What does this thing look like, this fated blade?” Ruhi handed him the drawing, but after a second he shook his head. “If the Pawari had such a weapon, handed down from one of our city’s greatest figures, it would be a treasure of their house. And Jayesh would wear it every chance he got, as would his father before him. Neither of them has ever shown a blade like this one.”

“Are you sure?” Sanga asked, and Sundra’s answering smile was grim, almost bitter.

“Completely,” her friend replied. “I had occasion to see Jivaka Pawari’s blade up close shortly before I left home. That is not it.”

The tall pirate turned to Ruhi next, his expression apologetic. “You were being held against your will,” he pointed out carefully. “And being forced to marry a stranger. Could you have . . . ?”

“I didn’t imagine it,” Ruhi answered, perhaps more sharply than she’d intended. “I know what I saw.” She rose to her feet. “But I suppose there’s only one way to find out.”

Sundra stood as well. “You can’t walk in there!” he protested, moving to block her path out of the courtyard. “You just escaped!”

But she pushed past him. “I can, and I will. We need to find that sword, and this is our best clue toward that.”

Sanga was suddenly beside her. “I agree,” he said. “But I’m going with you.”

She found she couldn’t argue that and didn’t want to—just the thought of going back into the house gave her a chill. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“Don’t you want to at least wait until nightfall?” Sundra asked. “Easier to sneak in then.” When she shook her head, he sighed. “Fine. If you’re determined to do this—which I think is a terrible idea, by the way—there’s something you should know.”

He explained, and Ruhi found herself smiling as the task suddenly became that much easier.

À À À

“So how do you think Sundra knew about this?” Sanga asked softly as they threaded their way through the narrow passage. It was literally built into the Pawari estate’s outer wall, and what looked from outside like decorative sconces were actually panels that allowed in light and air. Sundra had explained where to find the entrance, tucked into a small alcove behind a carving, and how to follow it around the side and within reach of the mansion’s side door.

Ruhi tried not to laugh, lest the sound carry. “Knowing him, it involved a dalliance with somebody inside. He did say something about bad blood with the father, didn’t he?”

Her companion chuckled quietly as well, then sobered. “He’s charming,” he said after a moment. “Sundra, I mean. And good-looking. But you two never . . . ?”

“No!” That was louder than she’d meant it to be, and she lowered her voice again as she continued, “No, never. To be honest, I wasn’t interested in him like that. I’m still not. He’s too pretty for me. Pretty boys are nothing but trouble.” She tried not to let on that, to her, the rangy pirate was far more appealing.

He smiled and ducked his head but only said, “Ah.”

They walked the rest of the way in silence.

À À À

The passage did indeed have an exit directly opposite a small side door clearly meant for servants’ use, just across a narrow strip of land between the front lawn and the rear patio. No one was out there when Ruhi peeked through the screen, so she tugged that open and dashed for the door, Sanga right behind her. It wasn’t locked, and a minute later they were standing in the cool shade of the Pawari mansion.

“You said the tapestry was upstairs?” the tall pirate asked, and Ruhi nodded but tapped his arm when he started to turn away.

“Yes, but we don’t need it,” she whispered. “We need their portrait gallery instead. That’ll be somewhere on this floor, just off the inner courtyard.”

Accordingly, they snuck quietly down the hall until they saw a row of columns up ahead. Emerging beneath the balcony, she led the way down that side passage, trying each of the doors on her left in turn. None of them yielded anything like a gallery, however.

Halfway across the courtyard’s back wall was another hallway, this one leading onto the house’s covered back porch. Doors stood on either side, and Ruhi tried one while Sanga went to another. She was heading for a third when she heard him hiss.

“Here,” he said, waving her over. She hurried to join him, and together they slipped through the doorway, shutting the door carefully behind them.

Sure enough, Sanga had found the family gallery. Pictures lined both sides of the long, narrow room, each with a small plaque listing the subject and dates. Studying the images, Ruhi finally spotted a familiar mustache. “There!”

Moving quickly, they stepped up to the painting in question. It was definitely the same man she’d seen painted in the Puralekh. Navi Pariyar.

“There’s the Bhagskha Yang,” Sanga pointed out, waving his hand near the image in question. “So he did have it.”

“He did,” Ruhi agreed. “And the Pawaris must be related to him somehow. Pariyar, Pawari, it makes sense.” She moved on to the next painting, that of a young man with Navi’s strong brow and nose but a thinner face and more wideset eyes. “This is his son, Umar,” she read off the plaque.

“He had the sword as well,” Sanga commented. They both shifted to the right, studying the next image in the row. “But he doesn’t.” And, indeed, the man shown here had a more typical silver-hilted talwar at his side. “Dhruv Pariyar. I’m guessing his grandson?”

Ruhi nodded. “So Navi Pariyar brought back the sword and passed it on to his son, but something happened to it after that.” She quickly scanned the next few portraits. “It doesn’t reappear. Somehow, they lost it.”

Her companion scowled. “Which means this was a waste of time.”

But Ruhi disagreed. “We know where it was for at least two generations,” she pointed out. “And we know who had it last, as far as this family is concerned—either Umar Pariyar did something to it, or Dhruv Pariyar did. That gives us a specific timeframe to search.”

The tall pirate groaned. “Does this mean more books?”

She laughed and nudged him with her hip. “You’ll live.” Then, to cover her sudden flush at such familiarity, she added, “We’d better get back before someone sees us.”

He didn’t even grumble about that but instead followed her meekly back outside and to the outer wall. But when they were almost back to the Aruvar’s, he suddenly stopped, holding out an arm to keep her back, too.

“What?” she demanded, still keeping her voice down even though it was broad daylight and they were simply two people walking down the street. “What’s wrong?”

In response, Sanga gestured ahead of them. Ruhi looked—and gulped. Because there were a lot more people on the road ahead than there should have been. All of them armed.

And all of them were heading for the Aruvar estate.


Chapter Twenty-nine

Sundra

It was his little brother who noticed first.

“Who’s that?” Sumana asked, pointing. They were on the thinnai and had been tossing a ball back and forth, enjoying the pleasure of returning to such a simple pastime. At his question, Sundra turned in time to see a man approaching up the wide front path.

Taking in the man’s clothes, jewels, headgarb, and the naked sword in his hand, Sundra knew at once he was looking at a pirate. And this one was clearly intent upon mayhem.

“Back into the house!” he ordered, and for once his little brother didn’t argue. They scrambled inside, slamming the heavy front door behind them, and Sundra called for someone, anyone, to lend a hand.

Matatilli reached him first. The aging housekeeper, her hair mostly gray now but her back unbent and her eyes still bright, shooed Sumana away and asked in the same exasperated tone he’d heard so many times, “What in the spirits’ name are you doing?”

“We’re under attack, or about to be,” Sundra replied over his shoulder, using that body part to hold the door shut. “I need something to wedge against this, and quickly!”

Perhaps it was his tone or his little brother’s obvious terror, but she did not argue. Instead she whirled about and shouted, “Shishir! Fetch the bench!”

A moment later, their head butler appeared, dragging the heavy bench that usually sat by the kitchen table. Sundra abandoned his post to help the older man heave the solid wooden piece in front of the main door, blocking it off completely. That would keep anyone from breaking in that way.

By the time they’d finished, the others had joined them in the front hall. “What is going on here?” Sundra’s father demanded.

“Men, coming up the walk,” Sundra answered. “Pirates. Armed.” He grimaced. “I’d say the Shasak Samiti didn’t much appreciate my rescuing Mother and Sumana, so they’ve come to take them back—or just eliminate the whole lot of us at once.”

Kosala had disappeared into the front sitting room and returned now, her expression grim. “Pirates, all right,” she confirmed. “At least twenty of them. Must be Koliya’s men.”

That reminded Sundra of something. “Those ships we saw on our way here,” he said. “You said they were his. Now he’s brought his whole fleet to Devraptnam!”

Fortunately, his former employer shook her head. “No, he’d have had to send a message to them and had them travel down here to meet him. There hasn’t been time for that. Dhamakaana itself is enormous; it easily carries over two dozen crew. My guess is he’s emptied it, or nearly so. He might have packed in extra when he came over, if he was looking for a fight—and, in my experience, that one is always looking for a fight.”

His father scowled at the front door as if he could somehow see the burly pirate through it. “This city has never fallen prey to pirates, not in the four hundred years of its existence,” he stated, standing straight and tall. “It will not do so now.”

Pillai, leaning against the wall, was tapping her chin in thought. “Why would this cabal of yours resort to using Koliya’s men to attack?” she asked. “Once they’ve given him the freedom to roam the city like that, they’ll never be able to rescind it.”

Sundra snapped his fingers. “That’s exactly what he wants! He told me ‘pirates roaming around like they own the place.’ He may’ve made a deal with the Shasak Samiti, but he always intended to double-cross them and seize control for himself!”

Kosala was nodding. “That would be just like him. And, unfortunately, we may have given him that opportunity ourselves. You killed some of the cabal’s men before. And then a few more last night. They must not have had enough left to stage an all-out assault on this place. So they turned to him for help.” She sighed. “And now they’ve doomed themselves, most like.”

Sundra nodded. “Sounds about right. But at the moment, I don’t much care who’s attacking us, just that we can fight them off.”

His mother was clutching Sumana to her, and his father had his arms wrapped around them both. Seeing them all there, Sundra felt a stab of guilt. If he hadn’t insisted upon rescuing them, would they all be under such threat now?

But no. The Shasak Samiti had already shown they had no compunctions about hurting, even killing people who stood in their way. And his father was never going to yield. They’d have come for him, sooner or later. At least this way, they were all together.

Something slammed into the front door, bringing Sundra back to their predicament. “We need to get everyone somewhere defensible!” he shouted, backing down the hall. The others retreated before him. “The patio!”

“You think an open patio is a good place to fight?” Pillai asked as they moved through the house. They passed through the dining room to the inner courtyard, then across that and down the corridor to the rear patio. “People can come at us from all sides here!” the guard captain said, glancing around at the broad, tile-floored space open to the sky.

But Sundra grinned, pointing at the tall, purple-flowered plants lining the patio’s rear and sides. “See that?” he told her. “It’s Vatsanabha! Same as what killed Udayin and Vihaan. No one’s getting through that way, which means they’ll have to come all the way through the house the same way we just did.”

She considered that, then nodded. “All right. So we leave your family and the staff here. The three of us take the hall, deal with anyone who manages to get inside.”

At the mention of their numbers, Sundra glanced around sharply. “Ruhi and Sanga,” he said with a groan. “They’re still out there somewhere.” He hoped his two friends hadn’t already fallen prey to the invaders.

Kosala shook her head. “They’re fine,” she stated with absolute certainty. “They’re too smart to get taken that easily. Probably holed up somewhere nearby, waiting to see if they can help somehow.”

Which was reassuring, but still left Sundra with only the raja and the guard captain at his side. Except that Matatilli had gone to gather the other staff, and now a sturdy man with thick sideburns approached, followed by two lads only a little older than Sumana and tailed by a much older man with a heavy gray beard. The first three bore pitchforks, and the last one had a heavy scythe.

“Kunwar,” the first man stated, clasping Sundra’s hand and pulling him into a brief embrace. “It is good to have you back.”

Sundra smiled. “Hello, Karun. Have you made Nartakee fat yet?” That was his horse, a spirited silver mare, but he knew full well the Aruvar’s stablemaster had taken good care of her in his absence.

He turned next to the two stableboys. “Hello, Parvez. Maha.” And then to the older man. “Mridul, is my father still overworking you?”

The old groundskeeper grinned, showing a full set of teeth still. “Not at all, young master,” he answered in his deep, croaky voice. “Welcome back. What can we do to help?”

For an instant, Sundra considered telling them to stay out of it. But these men had served his family their whole lives. They were basically family themselves. On top of that, they were good men, good workers, and proud of their skills. It would an insult to dismiss their offer so lightly.

Besides which, he could use all the help he could get.

Parvez and Maha, you stay here and keep the others safe,” he decided, and the boys nodded quickly. “Karun, Mridul, you’re with me.” He turned to Kosala and Pillai. “We can’t just sit here waiting for them to break in. We need to take them out first. If we down enough of them, the rest’ll break and run.”

They both nodded. “But you said there was only one way in, and we barricaded the front door,” Pillai pointed out. “So how do we get to them without just opening that back up?”

Mridul grinned at her. “Follow me,” he said, and led them across the patio and to one side—right to the same gap Sundra had always used. The old man winked at him. “You didn’t think I’d got so sloppy I missed that, did you? After seeing you sneak out through windows and such, I figured this was a safer route.”

Despite their current danger, Sundra laughed, clapping the groundskeeper on the shoulder. “You did that for me? Thank you.” Then he led the way through, skirting the poisonous plants and leading the others around the property’s side until they were crouched near the front, where it met the avenue beyond.

The pirates—it looked like a few locals were sprinkled among them, most likely the last of the cabal’s forces—were all focused on the house. Most of them stood back as a few struggled to break down the front door. Apparently, they felt the heavy window screens would be too difficult to get through.

“We pick off the ones at the back,” Kosala stated, drawing a dagger in one hand and her sword in the other. “If we’re quick and quiet, we can thin the pack before the others notice.”

They all nodded. Together, they slid from their shelter and crept forward. Sundra had his sword out. Pillai had her spear ready. Karun had his pitchfork, and Mridul his scythe.

They attacked as one, without a word or a shout. The first five pirates fell without a sound, and no one else noticed.

On their second attack, however, Karun’s target turned in time to take the pitchfork’s tines through his side instead of his back. The pirate screamed, and the rest of the invaders turned.

Sundra had a second to draw a deep breath.

Then the invaders were on him.

He blocked one sword, struck another away, and stabbed a third man through the throat. Yanking his blade free, he parried the first man again and kicked the second in the knee. When that man staggered, Sundra skewered him. Then he twisted them both around, throwing the dying man into his friend, and sliced the first man’s throat as he tried to pull free.

Beside him, Karun and Mridul were back to back. Neither had any training, but both were strong and could at least keep any pirates at bay.

Past them, Pillai was swinging her spear in a whistling arc, cutting foes down before they could get close.

Kosala, as usual, was a whirlwind of death, daggers and sword slashing and slicing too fast to see.

A pirate broke past Karun’s defenses, and Sundra stabbed the man in the back before he could strike.

Another blocked Mridul’s scythe, lunging in with his own sword poised—

And fell to a dagger in his back.

Glancing past the fallen man, Sundra was relieved to see a pair of familiar figures, a man and a woman, both tall—with a few more friendly faces just behind them.

“Thought you could use some help,” Sanga called, stepping up to retrieve his dagger. “And Ruhi fetched the rest of the crew.” Uma and the Shikra’s other sailors waved or nodded or shouted hellos before joining the fray.

The invaders had already lost both surprise and momentum. Now they were outnumbered as well. The tide had turned.

When the first pirate backed away and turned to run, Sundra let him go.

Two more soon followed.

“We should take them down, too,” Kosala urged, but Sundra shook his head.

“Let them go,” he replied, wiping his sword and sheathing it. “It’s over. We won.”

Mridul had taken a cut to the leg and Karun one to his shoulder, but no one had been seriously injured. “Good timing,” Sundra told Sanga and Ruhi as they rejoined him.

Ruhi nodded. “We saw them on our way back,” she explained. “Didn’t figure we could fight our way through them to reach you, so instead I went for the others while Sanga watched. When we saw you attack them from behind, we figured we’d wait for our moment.”

The rangy pirate nodded beside her. “Smart move,” he said. “Helps to know your ground, I bet.”

“That it does,” Sundra agreed. He looked around at the bodies. “No sign of Aachari, Sellathurai, or Pannu. So at least three of them are still out there. I doubt they have anyone left to enforce their demands, though.”

Kosala frowned. “No Koliya either. And it’s not like him to avoid a fight. He’d only do that if he knew he’d lose—or if he had something more important to do elsewhere.”

“It can’t be the sword,” Ruhi replied. “We still don’t know where that is, exactly, and I doubt he’s even got as much on it as we do.”

But Sanga was looking around. “If I were him,” he said slowly, “I wouldn’t rely on beating people here on dry land. I’d stay where I was strongest.”

Kosala nodded. “His fleet! He’ll retrieve them, blockade the harbor, and hammer the city with ballistae and fire arrows if need be, until they either give in to his demands or are too weak to resist invasion!”

“We don’t have a fleet of our own,” Sundra told her, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Just scattered ships, mostly merchants and some private vessels.”

But the raja grinned at him. “You don’t—but I do. I told Sanga to order them to follow us, just a day later.”

Sanga nodded. “And I did that right before I followed you to the docks.”

Ruhi laughed, and Sundra knew she was remembering their employer’s note before they left. “So those specks we saw on the way here?”

Kosala shook her head. “Not mine, no. Those must’ve been Koliya’s. Mine were still behind us. But they should’ve caught up by now. We’ll sail the Shikra out, rejoin the rest, and be ready to block him if he tries anything.” She handed Ruhi a chit. “Until I get back. Keep after that sword.” Then she turned and was marching away.

Sanga glanced between Ruhi and his employer, clearly torn. “Stay safe,” he said finally before hurrying after the raja.

Ruhi sighed, then scowled when she noticed Sundra smirking at her. “What?”

He laughed. “Nothing.” He’d tease her about the tall pirate later. Right now, he just wanted to get back to his family. But first he told Karun to summon the city guard.

There were bodies to remove—and, if they were lucky, one or two of their attackers might have survived enough to be questioned.

Either way, he suspected the Shasak Samiti’s days were numbered.


Chapter Thirty

Ruhi

It was evening by the time the city guard finished gathering evidence, dragging off prisoners, and removing bodies. Ruhi had only ever seen the soldiers from a distance before, but watching them in action now, she was impressed. So, it seemed, was Pillai, who had taken a professional interest in the local officers’ behavior, though she’d wisely chosen to identify herself only as a foreign friend of the Aruvars.

“They handle themselves well,” the Surpakat captain commented to Ruhi, watching the soldiers at their work. “Professional, polite, no-nonsense. They’ve had good training.” She jerked her chin toward the guard captain, a solidly built man, unusually clean-shaven, named Tirupa Iyer. “If I had officers like him under me, we’d have a lot fewer problems keeping the peace back home.”

Ruhi nodded. Iyer had interviewed them both about what had happened here, and his questions had been to the point but never rude, nor had he asked about their relationship with the Aruvars once both Sundra and Sangram had confirmed it existed. The younger Aruvar’s presence had made the officer raise an eyebrow and glance at the Sirdar, who had shaken his head. Ruhi didn’t know what that was about, but for the moment the guards’ only concern had been dealing with this attack on the estate—and finding the men behind it.

“I’ve dispatched units to collect Shri Aachari, Shri Pannu, and Sirdar Sellathurai,” Iyer told Sangram now, speaking loudly enough for the others to hear as well. “Though as far as the latter is concerned, sir, you must know that if we find no evidence of his involvement, it will come down to your word against his. A difficult situation for the courts and council.”

Sundra’s father nodded. “I am aware of that, captain, thank you. I can only hope that you do find evidence—and that, with their cabal now powerless to enforce its threats, those they had previously cowed into compliance will come forward and testify to such actions.”

It was clear, watching the two men together, that they had worked together often and had a great deal of mutual respect. Ruhi had seen such pairings before, with her father and many of his long-time clients or suppliers, and it told her that, given how upright Sundra’s father seemed to be, this Iyer was most likely cut from similar cloth.

Now he nodded to Sundra’s mother and brother. “I am sorry to hear about your recent encounter and glad to see you are home safely. Rest assured that, with your testimony, Shri Pannu will not escape justice for his deplorable actions.”

Sundra’s mother gave him a tired but sincere smile in return. “Thank you, Sasaka Iyer. Your involvement always makes us feel safer.”

He straightened at that, and Ruhi smothered a laugh, even as she wished her compliments could have such an effect on men.

Well, perhaps just one in particular.

The guards departed—Iyer left a handful behind to stand watch over the estate, just in case, though he agreed that the risk of further attack had most likely passed—and Sundra’s mother ushered everyone back inside, making sure to include Ruhi and Pillai in that motion. “It is growing late, and we are all tired and wrung out. A good meal will help everyone,” she insisted, leading the way to the dining room. Ruhi couldn’t help noticing that the staff were also made to join them, all save the two cooks for now, and her admiration for Devi Aruvar increased further. This was a woman who did not stand on ceremony or overlook loyalty. No wonder Sundra had always spoken of her with such obvious love!

She lost herself in thought for a time and was thus surprised when someone rested a hand over hers. It was Sundra. “I’m sure he’ll be fine,” her friend told her quietly, his smile and voice lacking any of its usual teasing. “Don’t worry.”

Ruhi frowned, then sighed and nodded. “Thank you.” In truth, she had been worrying about Sanga, but her thoughts had also been on their recent outing and what it had uncovered. Accordingly, she shifted to face her friend more fully. “We did find something at the Pawaris, though. Before”—she gestured back toward the home’s front lawn—“all that.”

“Oh?” Now Sundra was all ears. “What?”

She told him about the portraits, and he nodded. “I knew they didn’t still have it. I don’t know anything about their family from that far back, though. I’m sorry.” Then he brightened. “My mother might, though. She’s a fan of histories.”

Devi sat across the table from them and glanced up as if feeling their gaze upon her. “Did you need something?” she asked. There was no pretension to the statement, no sharpness, just warmth and a clear willingness to help if possible.

Ruhi smiled back at the older woman. “Yes, thank you. Sundra says you’ve studied the city’s history. I confess I was only a moderate student, myself—I cared more for numbers and contracts and shipping procedures than names and deeds of people long dead.”

That got a laugh from Sundra’s mother. “Well, I am sure your father appreciated that focus. My son said you assisted him in running his business, did he not? But yes, I enjoy the old tales. Were you looking for something in particular?”

That gave Ruhi pause, if only for a moment. These people had been so kind to her, and they were Sundra’s family. At the same time, she barely knew them and doubted they would be thrilled to learn that a pirate lord hoped to reclaim the fabled sword of the original Pirate King. Still, she did not wish to lie to them—she was tired of falsehood and resolved to avoid it whenever possible in future. “We are seeking a particular sword,” she admitted finally. “It is a pirate relic that wound up here in Devraptnam after the pirate attack long ago. Navi Pariyar bore it and passed it to his son Umar, but Umar’s son Dhruv didn’t inherit it for some reason. Do you know anything about that?”

They were interrupted by the cooks, Ekta and Bhavna, bringing out trays of kane kudla. Ruhi’s stomach rumbled at the smell of simmered fish and spiced coconut, and she eagerly attacked hers once it was set before her, along with fresh roti and both lassi and water. The others dug in as well, appetites fueled by the recent excitement, and for a time the only sounds were those of people enjoying a good meal.

Afterward, as they sipped mango lassi and nibbled fresh Kozhukkattai, Sundra’s mother returned to Ruhi’s question. “I don’t know much about the later Pariyars,” she admitted, dabbing delicately at her lips with her napkin. “But Azad and Navi, yes. Those two always fascinated me.” She pushed her dessert plate aside and leaned forward. “Did you know, for example, that Azad is hailed as the commander of the city fleet—yet, beforehand, there’s no mention of his having any sort of naval experience, nor any vessels under his control? And, for that matter, his son is not mentioned anywhere before their triumphant return?”

Sangram, sitting next to his wife, chuckled, looking more relaxed than Ruhi had previously seen him. “Ah, now you are in for it!” he warned them, putting an arm around Devi. “You’ve encouraged her to tell you her wild conspiracy theories!”

Sundra’s mother, in turn, swatted his father on the arm, though the gesture was clearly playful, as was her half-scowl in his direction. “They are not wild, they are based in fact!” she protested. “But think on it! Before the pirate attack, the Pawaris were a minor noble house and in disrepair. Afterward, they were rich and powerful, one of the city’s most powerful. How did such a change occur?”

“They defeated a pirate fleet,” Pillai pointed out, tearing idly at a piece of roti. “So presumably they came back with treasure taken from those ships?”

But Sundra shook his head. “No, at least not according to the histories. They sank the pirate ships, especially the leader’s, with all hands still onboard. The Pawaris actually explicitly forbade looting them—they said this was about defending our home, not about gaining wealth.” He grinned at his parents. “You see? I did listen . . . some.”

Devi laughed. “Yes, when it had to do with ships, sailing, or battles, you were all ears.”

Ruhi was thinking it through, toying with one of the sweet dumplings on her fork as she did. “I learned that part, too. So they didn’t come back with riches, yet somehow they were richer after? How did that work? And if they didn’t have control of the fleet beforehand, why do all the histories say they commanded it?”

Sundra snagged one of the desserts from her plate, having already finished his own. “And what about the sword itself?” he asked, popping the treat in his mouth and speaking around it. “It was the Pirate King’s, right? But he went down with his ship.”

Now they had his father’s full attention, humor and teasing set aside as he straightened. “The Pirate King’s? You didn’t say that before!”

Ruhi nodded. “That’s why Kosala wants it,” she explained. “It’s a symbol of the last person to unite the Isles. If she has it, it gives her precedence over the other rajas, at least in people’s minds.” She left out the part about the sword itself having powers. No sense muddying the waters just now.

Sangram was still frowning. “And you trust her to have it? Not that she didn’t seem to have some good qualities, and I am indebted to her for her help, but she is still a pirate lord.”

“She is, and she can be ruthless if need be,” Pillai agreed. “You don’t achieve raja by being squeamish.” The guard captain studied her own hands. “We’ve butted heads plenty in the past,” she added, “and she can be incredibly stubborn, plus she likes to play games with people, and she’s always looking for secrets and other ways to keep the upper hand. But she also doesn’t lie or cheat, and she keeps her word. Nor have I ever seen her be deliberately cruel. That’s more than I can say about most of them.” She flashed them a quick grin. “Don’t tell her I said so, though.”

Ruhi nodded. “We’ve had dealings with most of them now,” she told Sundra’s parents. “And Kosala is one of the best. So if someone is going to find that sword—and, with Koliya here searching for it as well, somebody will—it’s better if it’s her.”

The older Aruvar studied her a moment but finally nodded. “Very well. What do we know, then? The sword came from the Pirate King and went to Navi Pariyar after the battle, during which the pirate ships sank without a trace. So somehow the two men had contact before that happened, unless all the histories lie.”

His wife had been frowning, and now she gasped. “What if it wasn’t two men at all?” she asked breathlessly, her eyes bright. “What if it was just one man the whole time?”

Her husband frowned, as did Sundra, but Ruhi understood at once. “You said there’s no mention of Navi Pariyar before the battle,” she stated for the others’ benefit. “And then he turns up afterward, with his father, and the sword, and riches presumably from the pirate ships. While the Pirate King—”

“Sivan Jhaveri,” Pillai supplied.

“Right, Sivan Jhaveri, vanishes, supposedly killed along with his crew. At least one of whom somehow survived.”

Devi was nodding excitedly. “What if he didn’t die at all? What if he just struck a deal with the man he was facing, Azad Pariyar, a minor noble facing ruin who had gambled everything on battling pirates and stealing their treasure?”

Ruhi was getting enthused about the idea now, too, as more of the pieces clicked into place in her mind. “He put everything he had into buying a ship,” she said. “And who does he wind up against but the Pirate King himself? Jhaveri saw the numbers, knew he couldn’t win, so he bargained instead. Gave up his fleet, his ship, his whole existence, in exchange for a brand new life—as the son of a nobleman from Devraptnam.”

Sundra was glancing back and forth between them. “You’re saying that the Pirate King betrayed his own people, handing victory to Azad Pariyar, in exchange for becoming his son?”

“It fits,” Pillai offered from off to the side. “They’d have money to save their house, and Sivan—now Navi—would have legitimacy and title.” She grimaced. “He basically just reversed his name.”

Devi nodded. “There was no one to counter their claim of what had happened, since they sank the pirate ship. Histories are written by the victors, and they did disperse the pirate fleet, so the Pariyars got to record their version of events as the correct ones. But he couldn’t bring himself to give up his sword.”

Not if it really did have powers that helped him, Ruhi thought. And those same powers might have accounted for how he convinced Azad to go along with the idea in the first place. “So he brought it back with him, but then his son or grandson lost it.”

The question was, what had happened to the Fated Blade after that?


Chapter Thirty-one

Sundra

It was no surprise to see his mother so excited about what she and Ruhi had theorized—Sundra knew all too well that her quiet, gentle pose in public masked a clever mind and an enthusiasm for puzzles and riddles and historical trivia. He was also happy to see her and his friend getting along so well.

What he had not expected, however, was to see his father, usually so stodgy, join in. Though Sangram was not grinning like Devi and Ruhi, he was nodding along. Then he cleared his throat, drawing all eyes to him.

“I seem to recall something about the Pariyars,” he said slowly, tugging one tip of his mustache. “After their return, after Azad and Navi.” After a moment, he sighed. “I cannot recall it now.”

His wife groaned and slapped him on the arm, though lightly. She was the only person Sundra had ever known who could get away with treating his father that way. “Here you get us all excited, and then you let us down!” she scolded, but her gentle smile assured him that she still loved him.

In reply, Sangram laughed—another rarity, and again something usually only Devi could induce. “Well, I am sorry!” he protested, raising both hands as if to fend off any further blows. “I thought I could remember more!”

“Oh, like the time you thought . . .” Sundra’s mother launched into a tale of their early married days involving a torn vest and a missing brooch, and soon they were all relaxing and laughing and chatting once more. Eventually, however, Sumana drooped, slouching in his chair and tipping over to lean against their mother, who laughed and scooped the boy up.

“Very well, I believe that proves it is time for bed,” she declared, rising to her feet and shifting her younger son’s weight to heft him as she did. “Good night, all. Sleep well.” She turned and glanced at Ruhi. “We have plenty of room if you’d like to stay here tonight. You are more than welcome.”

Ruhi smiled. “Thank you.” She yawned and stretched. “I think I might take you up on that, after what happened last night.”

Sundra stood. “Come on, I’ll show you to one of the guest rooms.” Pillai rose as well, and Sangram climbed to his feet to bow and wish them all a good night. He was still standing by the table, frowning down at it, when Sundra and the others made their way toward the stairs.

“You have a lovely home, and your mother is very kind,” Ruhi told him once he’d opened a door off the upstairs hall and ushered her into a room. “And Sumana is sweet.”

He snorted at that depiction of his little brother. “He only seems sweet because he consumes so many of them—if you prick his thumb, he will leak mango juice!” He shook his head, though, and lowered his voice to add, “but I would not trade him for the world. Or my mother for ten times that.”

She nodded. “I can see that.” Surveying the room, she turned and sat on the corner of the bed. “This is very nice. Thank you.”

Taking the hint, Sundra nodded. “If you need anything, just holler—I’ll hear you or someone else will. Good night.”

Shutting the door behind him, he returned to his own room. The day’s activities were finally catching up to him, and he barely managed to strip, wash, and pull on a clean nightshirt before collapsing on his bed.

À À À

The next morning, after washing and dressing, Sundra made his way downstairs. Ruhi and the others were already in the dining room, and Sumana grinned at him as he joined them. “Lazybones!” the boy sang out, and laughed when Sundra stuck his tongue out in reply.

“Hm, well, this time, I’d say you’d earned it,” their father put in. “But I’m glad you’re finally here. I have something to show you.” He lifted a heavy book from the chair beside him and set it on the table between the breakfast dishes. “I searched the town histories this morning and found that thing I mentioned last night.” A bookmark stuck up from the thick volume, and he flipped to that page now. “I knew there was something about the Pariyars.”

Ruhi was staring at the tome. “You have your own copy of the town histories?” There was naked envy in her voice, and Sangram chuckled.

“The perks of being head of the nakar palack,” he explained before turning their attention to the page he’d selected. “Here it is: ‘The day of the fall solstice was marred by a duel involving Umar Pariyar and Lohith Balaji. Though the former was arguably in the right, neither party conducted themselves with the decorum expected of gentlemen. Shri Balaji was the challenger and carried the day through overwhelming superior skill, leaving Shri Pariyar nothing but shame and humiliation.’” Turning, he smirked at his wife, who was seated next to him. “I told you I remembered something!”

“It’d say that book remembered it for you,” she argued, grinning, but laughed and kissed him quickly on the cheek before shifting her attention to Sundra and Ruhi. “So there you have it. Umar must have dueled with his father’s sword, the one you seek.”

Ruhi nodded. “And he lost it to Lohith Balaji when he lost the duel.” She looked between Sundra and his parents. “I don’t know that family name, though. Do you?”

Sundra shook his head, as did his mother. His father, however, grinned even wider. “I checked the rolls,” he answered. “They were a minor house. Lohith died in a riding accident, leaving his young son Najot to inherit. Najot’s son Gaurav took over the household after him, but had only one child survive infancy, a daughter named Tavleen. When she was of age, he married her off—to Valavan Adarsh.”

“Adarsh!” Sundra scowled. “As in, Bhaskar Adarsh? He’s a Sirdar like Father,” he explained to Ruhi and Pillai. “But nothing like him. Slippery as a water snake and just as cold.”

“The very one,” his father agreed. “House Balaji ended with that marriage, being subsumed into House Adarsh.”

Pillai leaned forward. “Which means anything House Balaji had also went to House Adarsh. Including a certain sword.”

But something was tickling the back of Sundra’s thoughts. He closed his eyes, attempting to drag it into the light. Then someone poked him in the side.

“Ah!” Blinking, he saw that Ekta and Bhavna had appeared with breakfast. But the sudden shock had done the trick, though he waited until the food had been delivered and distributed before speaking. “There was something about Bhaskar’s father,” he began, accepting a plate of idlis and samba from Ruhi with a nod of thanks. “Wasn’t there? When I was a boy? Something happened to him?”

His father frowned, but Devi started. “Oh! That’s right, there was! What was it?” She turned to her husband for help. “Sangram, do you recall?”

“There were stories, but I didn’t pay much heed,” Sangram declared. “You know I do not approve of gossip.”

Ruhi smiled. “In this case, that gossip may be the only way for us to find out what happened,” she pointed out gently. “So I would appreciate anything you can recall about it.”

His scowl deepened, but finally he huffed, fluttering his mustache. “Yes, well, Shahzad Adarsh, that was Bhaskar’s father, disappeared for a time. When he returned, he claimed that he had been on a holy pilgrimage, but there were stories.” He fell silent until Sundra’s mother nudged him, after which he continued in a lower tone, grudgingly: “They said he had been captured by pirates.”

Sundra laughed, slapping the table with one hand. “That was it! I remember hearing about that, everyone was talking about it back then, that he had been captured by pirates!” He winked at Ruhi. “A lot of that going around these days.”

She laughed, then sighed as her thoughts clearly returned to this new bit of information. “So you think that—?”

He nodded, some of his good humor deflating as well. “I know Sirdar Adarsh. He typically wears a jeweled dagger thrust through his mekhela, but once or twice at formal functions I’ve seen him with a talwar as well. It had a gold handle encrusted with diamonds and emeralds. Definitely not the sword you described.”

They could all guess what that meant, but there was only one way to be sure. “We’ll go speak to the Adarsh,” he offered, popping a dumpling into his mouth even as he pushed back his chair. “Perhaps it wound up in storage somewhere, being not fancy enough for them.”

Ruhi joined him in standing, thanking his family for the meal and their hospitality, but he could see the thoughts running through her head—if the Adarsh had still possessed so ancient and storied a blade, they would have worn it proudly, not hidden it away.

He refused to give up, however, until they knew for certain.

À À À

Heading to the front door, Sundra pulled it open—and surprised the armored man standing on the doorstep, one mailed fist raised to knock.

“Sasaka Iyer,” Sundra said. “Do come in. What can we do for you?”

The look he received in return was calculating and wary, but the man was polite as always as he bowed. “Kunwar Aruvar. Miss Naidu. Did I interrupt something? I hope you are not leaving again?”

Something in his tone made Sundra frown. “No, I was about to show Ruhi some of the neighboring estates,” he answered. There was no need for the city guard to know their business.

“Ah.” Iyer glanced past him then, and this time his bow was deeper. “Sirdar Aruvar. Lady Aruvar. Apologies for disturbing you so early, but I thought you would like to hear any developments in the case of the Shasak Samiti.”

Sundra’s parents, who had followed them into the hall, both nodded. “Yes, thank you. Please, come into my office.” Sangram gestured for the rest of them to follow, saying, “This concerns us all.”

Sundra looked at Ruhi, who shrugged. They were in no hurry, after all. He doubted the Adarsh were going anywhere.

“Two of your attackers survived the night,” the guard captain explained once they were all gathered before Sangram’s desk. “One refuses to talk, but the other has been more amenable. He has given us the names of those involved. It seems Bhavin Aachari was their leader.”

Sangram nodded. “I assume you have already taken him and the others into custody?”

Iyer shuffled his feet. “We have Shri Pannu,” he answered after a moment, resolutely meeting Sundra’s father’s gaze. “Sirdar Sellathurai refuses to cooperate, claiming that these are slanders designed to damage his reputation. And Shri Aachari has fled. My men are combing the city, but thus far we have been unable to locate him.”

“That is not the answer I hoped to hear, captain.” That was spoken in a tone Sundra knew all too well, having had it aimed at him many times over the years. It was the sound of disapproval and, worse, disappointment. “I expect you will correct that failing, and quickly. Aachari engineered the abduction of my wife and son and the corruption of Sellathurai and many others, with the ultimate aim of subverting and supplanting the city council. He must not be allowed to escape justice.”

The guard captain’s nod was as stiff as his posture. “Of course, Sirdar! I promise you, he will not escape.” His gaze slid to Sundra, if only for a second. “All those who dare commit crimes in Devrapatnam must be brought to justice.”

He saluted, did a sharp about-face, and marched from the room, but that last look lingered in Sundra’s mind, sending a chill down his spine. He shook it off as best he could, however, since Ruhi was watching him curiously.

“We had better go,” he told his friend. “Before anything else delays our search.”

“Be careful,” his father warned as they moved to exit the room. “Aachari is still out there, and desperate men are the most dangerous.”

Sundra nodded and ushered Ruhi out.

Perhaps, if they walked quickly enough, he could escape the anxiety that had crept upon him from Iyer’s words.


Chapter Thirty-two

Ruhi

Because she could tell something was bothering Sundra, Ruhi waited until they’d already passed two other estates before asking, “So, how will we get anything out of this Sirdar, Adarsh?”

Her friend frowned. “What do you mean? We’ll ask him, of course.”

She sighed. “Really? You just told me he’s slippery and cold, and you and your father don’t much like him. I’m guessing neither of you ever bothered to hide that fact?” Her friend’s expression made her want to either laugh or weep and she couldn’t tell which. “No, of course not. So we’re going to speak to an unpleasant man who knows you don’t like him, and you expect him to just tell us what we want to know?”

“Yes?” Sundra asked. “Why, you don’t think he will? It’s not like it will cost him anything or hurt him in any way.”

“To tell you about something shameful that happened to his father, something your own father heard about as malicious gossip?” She withheld a second sigh. “Sundra, he has absolutely no reason to tell you anything and, from what you’ve said, every reason to deny you even the simplest request out of pure spite!”

That made him stop walking and turn to face her, arms crossed, looking every inch the annoyed, arrogant prince. “All right, then. What do you suggest we do instead?”

She considered that. What should they do? On her own, she might have tried the direct approach anyway, relying upon her Gift to soften the Sirdar’s attitude and loosen his tongue. That required physical contact, however, and he sounded like the sort of man who might shy away from letting anyone of a lower class touch him. And with Sundra at her side, he was sure to be irritable and suspicious from the start.

“We’re not going to get anywhere with him,” she decided, looping her arm through Sundra’s and then turning and dragging him back the way they’d come. “So we’re not even going to try.”

“We’re giving up?” her friend asked, digging in his heels, but she elbowed him and, while he was off-balance, managed to move him another step.

“No,” she corrected. “Not giving up. Trying a different approach. And for that, we’re going to need a change of clothes.”

À À À

“You really think this is going to work?” Sundra asked. It was a short time later, and they were finally approaching the Adarsh estate, which was surrounded by a high wall of whitewashed brick. “They’re going to know we don’t belong the second we walk in!”

But Ruhi disagreed. “No one will even notice us,” she promised. “Not anymore.”

Her companion made a face, plucking at his shirt. “I thought I was done with all this,” he complained, lamenting his plain clothing. She’d even made him leave behind his embroidered vest and his sword.

“Think of it as a disguise,” she suggested. For herself, she was wearing her usual attire, and perfectly comfortable. Together they looked like any other workers wandering this region. Not someone a Sirdar was likely to entertain, perhaps, but that was no longer the goal.

A cart was just passing through the wide double gates, its rear piled high with nets of melons, barrels of rice and peas, and bushels of barley and wheat. Motioning to it, Ruhi turned and hopped up onto the back, twisting about so she could sit with her feet dangling above the ground. Sundra joined her easily. A pair of guards stood watch by the gates but simply waved the cart through, along with its two newest passengers.

“Now what?” Sundra asked once the cart had carried them onto the property. “Hop down and find a way inside?”

She nudged him with her shoulder. “Why bother? We already have one.” Sure enough, as the cart slowed to a halt she jumped down. A pair of servants were waiting by a side door, and Ruhi grabbed a basket and handed it to the first one, then collected a similar parcel herself and followed the man inside. Sundra quickly copied her, and together the four of them began unloading the cart.

Once everything had been brought in, the man turned to them. “Lassi?” he asked. “There’s some roti left from breakfast, too.” They both nodded, Sundra eagerly, and he led them into the house’s kitchen, showing them to a rough-hewn table set off to one side.

“I haven’t seen you here before,” he said as he poured them each a cup from the pitcher and gestured for them to help themselves to the plate of roti and the various condiments beside it. “I’m Pavan.” He was around their age, Ruhi thought, and had a broad, friendly face with many laugh lines around his eyes and mouth.

“Naaz,” she introduced herself, deciding at the last second not to use her own name. “This is my brother Rawal. We just started.” She glanced around them, then deliberately smiled at their new friend. “Seems nice so far.”

He laughed but looked pleased. “Don’t let the master hear you say that,” he warned softly. “‘Nice’ is nowhere near good enough. Try ‘amazing’ or ‘superb’ instead.”

“Demands perfection, huh?” Sundra asked, taking a piece of flatbread and smearing chutney on it. “Sounds hard to please but maybe worth it.”

Pavan nodded, taking some food as well. “Could be worse,” he said. “Could be better, too.”

That sounded like a decent opening, and Sundra was sharp enough to take it. “I remember hearing that his father, the old master, was a lot more relaxed,” he commented. “That true?”

Their guide laughed. “Well, not at first,” he answered, keeping his voice down and clearly enjoying the chance to gossip with someone who didn’t know all the same tales. “Old Shahzad was a terror, if you really want to know. Talk about a tyrant! Only person he was harder on than the staff was his son, who’s now master Bhaskar.” He shook his head. “That all changed, though.”

“Oh?” Ruhi said, laying a hand on his arm. “What happened?”

Her Gift kicked in, making Pavan even more eager to answer. “Pirates,” he said quietly, savoring the looks of surprise both she and Sundra mustered. “I know! But it’s true. Shahzad was involved in some trade deal, really important stuff, so much so that he felt he needed to safeguard it himself. He set sail—and six weeks later, his family received word that he’d been captured by pirates! They were holding him for ransom!”

“Wow!” Sundra said, leaning forward. “Did they kill him?” It was a ridiculous question, given the leadup to this tale, but it worked perfectly—Pavan laughed with delight.

“Not even close!” their new friend practically crowed. “The family paid! A fortune, too. And when the pirates sent him back, what do you think? They did so without a stitch of clothes! Bare as the day he was born! They even shaved his head and beard!”

Ruhi smiled, but Sundra laughed as if this were the funniest thing in the world. She thought it a bit exaggerated, but Pavan looked thrilled by the enthusiastic response.

“Oh, that must have been something!” her friend said once he’d calmed down enough to speak again. “So they got not only the ransom money but whatever Shahzad had on him at the time? Clothes, jewels, dagger, everything?”

Pavan nodded. “Everything! They even kept his signet ring and his sword, both family heirlooms!”

Ruhi caught Sundra’s eye and knew they were thinking the same thing. They could guess what that sword looked like.

“And after that, the old man was a lot nicer to everyone?” Sundra inquired next. He laughed, pounding the table gently. “I don’t suppose anyone ever sent the pirate a note thanking him for having that effect?”

Ruhi swatted at him. “Like they’d even know who it was or where to send it!” she mock-scolded. “I mean, it was just some pirate, right?” she asked Pavan. “I bet they never even learned his name.”

Their new friend shook his head. “No idea who he was,” he agreed. “But Master Shahzad used to say they watched him constantly, and then he’d laugh like it was some kind of private joke.” He shrugged. “Truth to tell, he was never quite right afterward. But he was a whole lot nicer to us all, so that was something, anyway.”

Ruhi smiled encouragingly and Sundra laughed, but that seemed to be the end of what Pavan could—or would—say on the matter.

Still, it was a good deal more than they’d had before.

After chatting a little longer, they finished their drinks and excused themselves, saying that they had other chores waiting. As soon as they left sight of the kitchen, however, they darted back down the corridor to the side door and outside. Several of the containers they’d recently brought in had been emptied and placed there off to one side, and Ruhi grabbed two of those, motioning for Sundra to do the same.

Thus encumbered, they followed the path back to the gate. The guards waved them through without a word, and in a moment they were on the street once more.

“Well, at least we know the sword isn’t here,” Sundra commented as they headed back toward his home. “And we know who took it, in the general sense.”

Ruhi grimaced. “Pirates. How helpful.” She felt there was something more to that, something Pavan had told them, but it wasn’t coming to her right now.

A cart rolled by, and Sundra set his empty baskets on it as it passed. Ruhi did the same, though she felt a little bad about that. What if the driver got in trouble for having them? Or the Adarsh staff for losing them? Still, she wasn’t about to lug them back to the Aruvar estate. At least this way, no one could trace the items back to them.

That made her think of something, and she stopped right there in the street, grabbing Sundra’s arm. “The docks,” she muttered.

“What about them?” he asked, this time dragging her, though only to one side to avoid being trampled. “The sword isn’t even in Devraptnam if what Pavan said is true.”

“Not the sword,” she replied, dredging up details from before their own time at sea and on the Isles. “Something else. Come on. We need to head south—but first, we should probably go retrieve your sword.”

À À À

“So what are we doing down here, exactly?” Pillai asked, glancing around at the rundown warehouses lining the narrow street. The guard captain had elected to accompany them when they’d set out once more, still in the same garb but at least with Sundra properly armed again. “Last time didn’t go so well.”

“I know, but we’re not looking for a fight or a ship,” Ruhi replied, studying the building fronts as they passed each one. “This is about something—and someone—else.”

Sundra had a hand on his sword, though he left it sheathed for now. “It would help if you told us what you were looking for.”

She smiled. “Sorry. Bhavin Aachari.”

Her friend tensed at the name. “What about him?”

“He doesn’t like it when people stand up to him,” Ruhi explained. “When that happens, he takes it personally. So he gets back at them, if they’re also merchants, by ruining them, buying up their property—and then deliberately letting it go to waste, just to show he can.” She frowned. “You know, he was always nice to Father and me, but thinking about it, I should’ve known he was rotten if he did things like that. Anyway, it occurred to me that if he was looking to hide from the guards he couldn’t go anywhere they knew he owned—”

“But someplace he’d bought and then abandoned might be perfect,” Pillai finished. “Smart. And he owns one of these?”

“I think so. I just don’t know which one,” Ruhi admitted. “I remember hearing stories, just not the names. But I figured if I saw it—aha!” She stopped before a wide, peeling green wood door, set into an old brick warehouse. “This used to belong to the Luguns! Father knew them, and I remember hearing him say to someone once that they’d gone up against Aachari in a deal and had lost.”

Pillai was studying the entrance. “Looks like it hasn’t been used in ages,” she said.

“Maybe not,” Sundra called from where he’d gone to the corner of the building. “But there’s a second door here, and footsteps in the muck around it.”

They hurried over to join him, and sure enough, that smaller door looked as if it had been used more recently. Ruhi tried it, and the handle moved easily enough. She gave it a push, and it slid open with a loud groan.

“No sense sneaking after that,” Pillai stated, and boldly pushed her way inside, spear at the ready. Ruhi followed, and Sundra brought up the rear, sword now drawn.

A wave of decay and rot hit them at once, threatening to bring their breakfasts back up. It smelled like every moldy fruit or vegetable Ruhi had ever encountered, all lumped in together and left to sit and decay further.

“How could anyone choose to be here?” Sundra asked, almost gagging. But Ruhi found a lantern nearby and lit the wick within, and by its light they could all see a swathe along the floor that had been cleared away, like some sort of path through the grime.

Following those marks, they walked deeper into the warehouse. The smell was nearly overwhelming, and the lantern’s light only carried a short way, but after winding through stacks of old crates Ruhi finally emerged into a small open space. A mattress had been laid down at the far end, a single box set like a table beside it—and a man lay stretched out there, asleep.

Or he might have been, if not for the great bloody gash carved into his chest and the worse one across his throat.

It was Aachari, there was no question—the lantern picked out his thick mustache and neat little beard, though both were now matted with blood. His eyes were closed, at least.

“Someone got to him first,” Sundra commented. “That’s unfortunate.” Ruhi couldn’t really fault him for his anger. It had been his family the man had taken, after all.

Pillai was studying the body with a professional eye. “Whoever did this was big,” she commented. “That first blow caved in most of his ribs.”

Sundra scowled. “We know someone capable of that.”

There was no question who he meant, or whether he was right. Besides which, they knew for a fact that Koliya had not only been here in the city but had been in cahoots with the Shasak Samiti.

“I guess he decided it was time to eliminate his rival,” Ruhi suggested. “With Aachari gone, nobody’d be able to keep Koliya from taking control of the cabal.”

That got a grunt from Sundra. “Except there isn’t a cabal left,” he argued. “Most of them are dead, and the few who’re left are in custody. He’s welcome to tell them he’s in charge.”

“We’d best let that captain, Iyer, know,” Pillai commented. “They can collect the body and see it disposed of properly.”

Ruhi nodded. “Which brings us back to the sword,” she told her two friends. “And I don’t think we’re going to find the remaining answers anywhere around here.”

“No,” Sundra agreed. He grinned. “But at least this time, I get to set sail as a free man.”

Ruhi hoped she’d be able to say the same before too much longer.


Chapter Thirty-three

Sundra

At home, their announcement that they had to leave again met with an unfavorable response.

Sumana wailed and threw himself on Sundra, clinging to his waist. “I don’t want you to go!” the boy cried. “What if you don’t come back this time?”

“I will come back,” Sundra answered, gently detaching his brother before giving him a hug. “I promise. There’s just something we need to find, and it looks like it’s there instead of here.”

His mother was wringing her hands. “Are you sure it’s there?” she asked, glancing between him and Ruhi. “Even if it is, does it have to be you who goes to get it?”

Ruhi cleared her throat. “It does have to be me,” she answered. “I pledged to complete this task, and my freedom depends upon it. Your son offered to go with me because we’re friends, and we’ve already solved several mysteries together. We make a good team.”

“Whatever your remaining debt to that pirate woman, we will pay it for you,” Sundra’s father stated. “There is no need for you to go anywhere. Either of you.” That last was said with a pointed look at him, and Sundra bristled a bit but forced himself to remain calm.

“She gave her word,” he answered instead. “I’m sure you would keep yours, so I know you can respect the fact that Ruhi feels the same.”

Sangram bowed his head, acknowledging the accuracy of that statement. “You did not give yours, though,” he replied. But Sundra shook his head.

“I did,” he said. “I promised Ruhi I would help her with this. She’s saved my life more than once, as I have hers. I cannot leave her to do this on her own, not when I can help.” He kept himself straight and tall as he turned to both his parents. “I hope you can understand that, and appreciate it even if you don’t approve.”

His mother closed on him and took his hands in hers. “Of course we understand, and approve,” she assured him, her eyes warm. “You are a man of your word, just as your father is. Your friend is in need. How could you do anything less than pledge your assistance?” Then she wrapped him in a hug. “Just be careful, please. Both of you,” she added, turning and embracing Ruhi as well.

“We will,” Ruhi promised. “With any luck this won’t take long, and when we return we’ll both be free.”

His mother nodded and Sundra left the rest of them there, hurrying up to his room to throw together a few things for the trip. He was not going to be forced to wear threadbare kurtas and shalwar this time!

He was stuffing the last few things into his bag—the same one he’d borrowed from Meera, what seemed ages ago—when someone knocked on his door. “Yes?” Sundra called, expecting it to be Devi.

But it was his father who stepped inside instead.

“I would like you to reconsider,” Sangram stated, stopping just a few feet from him. “I think your leaving Devraptnam now would be a bad idea. It would give people the wrong impression, and would make things more difficult when you return—assuming you do.”

Sundra frowned. “The wrong impression?” he said slowly. “That I’d drop everything to help a friend, the same way I ran back the instant I heard there was trouble here? If that’s the wrong impression, I’m happy to let everyone think that, because it’s the truth.”

His father sighed. “I know,” he said, placing a hand on Sundra’s shoulder. “Loyalty has never been your problem. Thinking things through, yes. Controlling your temper, or your impulses, certainly. Behaving with decorum befitting your station, frequently. But you have always stood by those you care about.” He squeezed gently. “I am proud of you for that. But there are other reasons you should not be running off again so soon, and you know it.”

“Ah.” Sundra patted his father’s hand. “You mean what happened with Jivaka Pawari.”

“What were you thinking?” Sangram demanded, his grip tightening slightly. “Killing a Sirdar!”

“It was an accident,” Sundra protested. “He challenged me to a duel, but I only planned to nick him a little, just enough to force him to surrender.” He shuddered, remembering that fateful morning. “Things didn’t go as planned.”

The sound that emerged from his father’s throat was somewhere between a laugh and a choked sob. “No? I’d imagine not! But you understand why your turning back up, parading about, and then running off again might not look so good for you, then?”

Sundra considered, but after a second he shook his head. “I can’t let that stop me from helping Ruhi. She needs me, and that’s more important than what people think.”

“It’s not just about perception and reputation . . .” Sangram started, but Sundra cut him off.

“I’m going, Father, and that’s that,” he stated. “We can discuss all of this when I return. I promise.”

Then, before they could get into yet another argument, he slipped free of his father’s grasp, ducking around him and out the door.

“Everything all right?” Ruhi asked when he made it back downstairs. Pillai already had her gear and was ready to go.

“Fine,” Sundra replied. His father appeared behind him, but the older Aruvar did not say anything further or attempt to stop them as the three of them headed for the front door. Sundra gave his mother and little brother a final hug before stepping outside and walking quickly toward the avenue. He forced himself not to look back.

“What happened?” Ruhi asked quietly, catching up to him.

He shook his head. “Nothing. Let’s go.” He frowned. “How are we getting back, anyway? Kosala and Sanga are still out somewhere on the Shikra.”

On Ruhi’s other side, Pillai grinned. “Fortunately, I didn’t come here on one of the raja’s ships. And the boat I chartered should still be at dock.”

À À À

Sure enough, when they reached the docks the Kalinga was sitting there, still neatly moored. And, as usual, Chhavi was nearby, perched cross-legged on a mooring post, carving a block of wood with a small, sharp knife.

“We brought six of the city guard, under direct request of the governor,” the female pirate said, hopping down from her seat as easily as a cat. “It appears we’re bringing back private citizens instead. That’ll up the price.” She grinned at Ruhi. “Though if you’re willing to share my hammock, we can knock that down a bit.”

Sundra laughed to cover his friend’s embarrassment. “The ship is going to the same place regardless,” he pointed out. “The only extra cost is a little bit more food, and I’ll gladly cover that.”

“Will you, now?” that was a different, deeper voice, and Sundra glanced up to where a tall, elegantly dressed man leaned over the Kalinga’s railing. As ever, Captain Khandereo looked perfectly at ease and more than a little out of place aboard a pirate ship, though Sundra and Ruhi knew from personal experience that the man was a ruthlessly efficient marauder. “How the times have changed since we first brought you aboard, a pair of shivering, penniless brothers.”

“Changed for the better, I’d say,” Chhavi commented, winking at Ruhi and laughing when she blushed.

“We need to get back to Surpakat as quickly as possible,” Sundra warned, waiting for the captain’s nod before proceeding up the gangplank and onto the ship. He looked past the man and was glad to see another familiar figure there behind him, this one shorter and stockier, with a bald head but a long, drooping mustache. “Nalan.”

The weather mage nodded back. “Sundra. And . . . ?” He looked pointedly at Ruhi, who had followed him aboard.

“Ruhi,” she answered. “Ruhi Naidu. I felt it best to conceal my true nature before.”

No one argued the wisdom of that. They were pirates, after all. “So, to Surpakat, then?” Khandereo said instead. “And quickly. Nalan, how fast can we make the trip home?”

“For you?” That was directed, not toward his captain, but at Sundra and Ruhi—after all, they were the ones who had saved Nalan’s fellow thalakurioi, and won him and all his kind recognition and respect throughout the Isles. “Four days,” was the reply after the mage considered. “Wind’s blowing in our favor, so I’ll only need to coax it, rather than forcing it backward. And once we get away from land, there are plenty of eastbound currents to use, too.”

“Very well,” the captain began, but Ruhi held up a hand. “Yes?”

“We’ll need to make a stop first,” she said, glancing at Sundra. “I don’t suppose you know where the Shikra is right now?”

À À À

Sundra watched as Kosala’s flagship grew larger and larger before them. “Tell me again why we have to do it this way?” he grumbled, leaning on the railing. “We could just go find it and then bring it to her after.”

Ruhi laughed and elbowed him. “What’s wrong, afraid she’ll revoke your freedom somehow? Relax, I’ll protect you from the big bad pirate lord.”

“It isn’t that,” he insisted. “And she’s true to her word, anyway. I just know her well enough at this point to guess what’ll happen next.”

He didn’t have a chance to say anything further, since they were now within shouting range of the other ship and Khandereo had started bellowing at them, explaining that his newest passengers had requested the mid-ocean meeting. A few minutes later, Sundra straightened as the two ships passed within feet of each other, Nalan controlling wind and water to stop both vessels in such proximity.

“Well?” Kosala demanded. She was standing on the railing, one arm stuck through the netting, and looked as comfortable there as if she’d been sitting at her desk with her feet up. Sanga stood nearby, and nodded hello—Sundra noticed that Ruhi blushed as she waved back. “Did you find it?”

Ruhi shook her head. “Not yet,” she answered, shouting to be heard over the water. “It wound up back in the Isles, taken by a pirate there.” She shrugged. “We don’t know who, though. Or exactly where.”

The raja frowned. “What do you know, then?”

“It was ten, twelve years ago,” Sundra yelled back. “The man who had it was a Sirdar named Shahzad Adarsh. His family ransomed him back.” There had been something else, and he glanced at Ruhi. “What was it Pavan said?”

As usual, his friend’s memory of specific conversations was better than his. “He used to say that they watched him constantly,” she recounted. “And he’d chuckle about it, like it had some special meaning.”

Sundra was surprised to see Kosala laugh at that. “Watched constantly? It does indeed!” Grabbing a line, she suddenly launched herself into the air, swinging across and landing easily on the Kalinga’s deck. “Permission to come aboard?” she asked belatedly.

Khandereo didn’t look thrilled—there could only ever be one master aboard a ship—but he couldn’t very well refuse at this point. Instead he swept into a grandiose bow. “At your service, Raja.”

The pirate lord in question had already turned her attention back to Ruhi and Sundra. “You are sure that’s what he said?” she demanded. “That they watched him constantly?” They both nodded. “Then I know where he was kept,” she stated with absolute certainty. “Sanga! Come on!”

Her first mate wasted no time grabbing hold of another rope, and was soon standing there with them. “Raja?” he asked, though his eyes flicked to Ruhi first.

“We need to get back to Surpakat at once,” she announced. Her gaze moved on to the Kalinga’s captain, still standing conveniently nearby. “How long will it take?”

He appeared to give the matter some thought, as if the question had never come up before now. “It is a two-week journey,” he began, but stopped as Kosala tugged the pouch from her belt and tossed it his way. It jingled heavily as he caught it. “But we can cover that distance in five days, perhaps even four, since it is you who ask,” he finished smoothly. Chhavi smothered a laugh behind him, but Khandereo pointedly ignored her.

Kosala nodded, then turned back toward her own ship. “Gather my ships and spread out, far enough back to not interfere with regular sea traffic, but watch to the north for Koliya,” she instructed Uma, who stood waiting for orders. “He may have lost on land, but that’ll only make him twice as eager to win at sea.”

The older woman nodded. “We’ll be ready if he tries anything,” she promised as the two ships parted, the Kalinga picking up speed and soon leaving the Shikra in its wake.

“Nalan could have brought them with us and back again, most likely,” Ruhi suggested as the pirate ship raced across the water. But Kosala shook her head.

“I don’t want to advertise our plans,” the raja explained. “And I wouldn’t want to leave Koliya here all by himself, with no one to oppose him. This way, Uma will still be able to watch him for a while, and seeing my flagship may give him pause, but if I need to get back and deal with him myself the Shikra will already be in place.”

Sundra folded his arms over his chest. “Now that we’re underway, don’t you think it’s time to let us in on the joke? What did Shahzad Adarsh mean about being watched?”

Sanga chuckled. “It means he was held at a place called Chaukanna,” the rangy pirate explained. “It’s a small stronghold, not far from Surpakat.”

“Ah.” Ruhi nodded. “And who owns it?” Most of the durgas and khets in the Isles were controlled by one raja or another.

“I have no idea now,” Kosala admitted, but she was grinning as she said it. “But I know who did own it then. A raja named Daljeet. Daljeet Agarwal.”

Sundra frowned. “Agarwal? Isn’t that . . . ?”

The others all nodded, though it was Pillai who finally voiced a reply. “Yes,” the guard captain answered. “His son and heir was Udayin Agarwal.”

Which meant they were returning to the Isles to investigate the man who had tormented Sundra—before dropping dead at his feet. And the person most likely to have answers was that same dead raja’s former first mate, a brutish bully who had blamed Sundra for his master’s death.

Perfect.


Chapter Thirty-four

Ruhi

Surpakat had not changed any in the weeks they’d been gone, and Ruhi was surprised by the relief she felt upon seeing the docks and the buildings beyond come into view. She had lived here in the pirate capital only two months and in Devraptnam all her life before that, so why did returning here feel oddly like coming home, right down to the rich, rough smell of it all?

They docked—like all the rajas, Kosala owned several docks outright, ensuring that her ships were never wanting for berths, and she had the Kalinga pull into one of those spaces now—and were soon back on solid ground and moving quickly into the town. Ruhi knew exactly where Udayin’s house was but had never traveled there from the docks and was perfectly happy to let Kosala take the lead, especially since she was having trouble adjusting to walking around the pirate town as Ruhi instead of Rawal..

Pillai had split off from them once they’d disembarked, declaring that she would have to report on what had happened. Hopefully her revealing Chennama’s treachery would force the governor to finally act and remove his deceitful lieutenant before she could cause any more problems.

As they walked, Sanga fell into step beside Ruhi. “So,” he started, his voice even deeper than usual. “You’re really a girl. Woman.”

She laughed. “I am, yes.” Then she sobered. “I’m sorry I had to conceal that from you before. When I left home, it seemed safest to go as a young man instead. And then, when we were boarded, I decided to maintain that fiction. I didn’t know what to expect, and you hear stories . . .”

The rangy pirate nodded. “No, it was smart,” he agreed. “Definitely. And of course the longer you were Rawal, the harder it must’ve been to drop that disguise.” He grinned at her, then looked away, strangely uncertain for him. “The beard was good, but I think you look better without it.”

“Thanks.” She didn’t really know what to say to that or how to act. Men had expressed interest in her before, but it had always seemed more likely they wanted her father’s business and saw her as the easiest avenue. After all, as her aunt had always been quick to point out, Ruhi was too tall, too thin, too bony, too long-faced, too narrow-eyed. She was no beauty, she knew that much. She and Sanga had become friends, and she’d thought he might like her, but since she’d been posing as a man, she’d never been sure how much of that was true.

Now, judging by his strange shyness, she thought at least some of that interest might remain.

“Chhavi seems taken with you,” he commented next, and Ruhi couldn’t read the emotion behind that statement. Envy? Wistfulness? Curiosity? Annoyance? She had no idea.

“She has been like that with me since we first met,” she admitted. “Somehow she saw through my disguise, even then. I have no idea if it’s genuine interest or just her way, or if she just does it because she knows it flusters me.” She laughed. “Sundra would happily take her attentions, but she’s not interested in him—maybe for that very reason.”

Sanga shrugged. “Your brother is handsome, nobody can argue that. But maybe too pretty for some. And he doesn’t have your warmth or your temperament.” He scuffed a cobblestone with his boot. “So, would you take her up on it, do you think?”

Ruhi hadn’t really considered that, though she knew some women favored other women, just as some men preferred other men. Here in the Isles, especially, people were much more willing to let everyone do as they pleased as long as it didn’t break the unwritten rules of no slavery, no backstabbing, no stealing, and no sabotage. “I have no idea,” she answered honestly. “I’ve been so focused on winning my freedom—and staying alive—and these strange tasks from the rajas that I haven’t really thought much about what comes next.” She shrugged, though she couldn’t bring herself to look at him as she added, “And if I go back to Devraptnam, none of that is possible anyway.”

They walked on in silence after that, wending their way through the narrow, twisting streets of the city’s older portion until they came to Udayin’s former home. Ruhi had always found the place too gaudy, too ostentatious, for her, though it had certainly suited its former owner well enough with its towering height, carved ivory walls, ornate porch and balcony, and massive teak doors. Sanga excused himself from her to stride forward, ahead of their mutual employer, and bang on those doors, which creaked open a moment later.

“The raja Kosala to see Shivaji!” he shouted at the man within, and after a brief pause the door opened further, allowing them to step into the high-ceilinged entryway and then follow a pirate through the next set of doors into the wide courtyard beyond. A big, brutish man was just coming down the grand staircase to meet them.

“What do you want?” he demanded. Ruhi was almost reassured to see how little recent success had changed Shivaji. He still wore the same black leather vest and deep red turban he always had and still clearly did not believe in civility. The gold rings in his ears and the jewelry adorning his fingers, wrists, arms, and neck were heavier and more ornate, but otherwise she saw no difference.

Kosala, of course, was undaunted by his coarse manner or his large frame. “Some small show of gratitude, for a start,” the raja stated archly, gauntleted hands going to her hips as she glared up at the big man. “If it were not for me, you would not have this house at all. Or your new ships.”

He scowled down at her. “I wanted all of Udayin’s ships,” he reminded her bluntly. “You only gave me eight. That’s not enough to claim his seat in the Parishad.”

“It is not,” she agreed. “But you have to earn that—we’re not simply going to give it to you, not for showing such blind obedience to a bully and a sadist.” Shivaji bristled at that, one hand going to the hilt of the heavy tegha at his side, and Kosala raised a brow. “Try it, and you won’t get to enjoy any of your newfound riches,” she promised sharply, fingers tapping the blade she herself wore.

Showing a rare bout of wisdom, the big pirate subsided. “So you just came here to rub my nose in it?” he grumbled instead. “Nothing better to do?” He glared at Sundra. “You got all fancied up. And where’s that stupid brother of yours?”

“Never mind all that,” Kosala stated, sparing Ruhi from having to explain yet again. “We are not here to harass you. I am after some information—provide that and we will be on our way.”

Shivaji glowered at her but finally asked, “What do you want to know?”

The raja glanced at Ruhi, who accepted the cue and stepped forward. “Udayin’s father Daljeet,” she started, “captured a man from Devraptnam some ten to twelve years ago. His name was Shahzad Adarsh. Daljeet held him at Chaukanna until Adarsh’s family ransomed him back. Do you know anything about him?”

The big pirate rubbed at his chin. Clearly he hadn’t recognized Ruhi, or cared to find out who she was. “Sure, I remember,” he said. “I’d just hired on with the family. This Adarsh, he was a big nobleman back home, all fancy. They got a lot of money for him and all the goods he’d been taken with, too.”

“They sent him back naked,” Sundra put in. “Kept everything he had on him. You take part in that?”

Shivaji smirked down at Ruhi’s friend. “Naw, I was too green to get any of that. Had to watch while the others fought over everything. Even Udayin. His papa never handed him anything, so if he wanted something, he had to work for it like anybody else.” He grinned. “’Course, he was smarter than most. Paid me to do his dirty work. It’s how I wound up under him in the first place.”

Kosala opened her mouth, but Ruhi caught her eye and shook her head slightly. The pirate lord gritted her teeth but held her tongue, which was probably for the best. Shivaji wasn’t the only one here who could be too abrupt.

Ruhi spoke up instead. “He must have wanted a particular item a great deal to go to all that trouble.”

“Storms, yeah,” the big pirate agreed. “Never understood why, myself. Ugly piece, all black iron, not his usual style at all. He loved it, though. Wore it whenever he wanted to look intimidating instead of stylish.”

She felt her pulse quicken at his answer and knew the others were all leaning in eagerly as well. That had to be the Fated Blade itself! Udayin had claimed it and worn it all these years, never knowing its true nature or power!

Which also meant it had still been here when he’d died. Ruhi knew his servants had fled after that, stripping the place of everything they could find. But Udayin had been as cunning as he was vicious—when she and Sundra had come back here sometime later, he had found a silver chest full of coins tucked away in the puja where no one would look for it.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t been alone in his cunning, and now Shivaji straightened, his heavy brow lowering. “You’re asking a lot of questions about something that happened a long time ago,” he stated, crossing his massive arms over his broad chest. “What do you really want?”

This time, Ruhi didn’t stop Kosala from replying. “The sword,” the raja stated plainly. “Do you know what happened to it?” When the big man frowned, she added, “I will make it worth your while.”

“Oh?” He grinned down at her. “Give me four more ships and I’ll tell you. Hell, give me that and I’ll hand you the blade myself.” His smirk widened at how everyone else started. “Yes, I know where it is—and I have it. Give me my ships and it’s yours.”

For a moment, Ruhi wondered if her employer would agree. But Kosala scowled instead. “Those four would make you a raja and eligible to join the Parishad,” she replied. “I cannot do that without the others’ agreement, and you know they will not give it. You simply do not have enough experience to claim that title or that place.”

His smirk turned to a fierce glower. “Then shove off! You’ll never have that blade!”

But Kosala was not so easily deterred. “I will give you one ship,” she declared. “And the sword’s weight in gold.”

“Three and twice its weight,” Shivaji quickly countered.

She shook her head. “One ship and twice its weight. That is the most I can offer.” She turned toward the door. “Accept it or our business ends here.” And she lifted one boot, preparing to take that first step toward the exit.

Shivaji was just bright enough to know when he was beat. “Fine,” he stated. “I have your word?”

Kosala nodded. “You do, and all of these will witness to that.” The others nodded as well. Everyone in the Isles knew she would hold to her promise.

“Fine. Follow me.” And, turning, he led them up the stairs and down the hall to the master bedchamber.

The rooms were as grand as Ruhi remembered them, with their marble-tiled floors, carved columns, delicate arches, and small alcoves. One of the arches led into a smaller room with beautiful rugs over black and white tiles and an enormous gilt desk beneath a set of windows. Shivaji ignored that, heading instead to the far wall and tugging aside a handsome tapestry there. Then he nudged the base of a nearby column, and a section of the exposed wall slid open.

Beyond it was a small alcove, barely large enough for the big man to fit within. The walls were lined with shelves and hooks, each holding some treasured item or article of clothing. Peering around Shivaji’s broad back, Ruhi thought the contents of that small space probably equaled or exceeded the coffer Sundra had found before. Here was the dead raja’s real treasure!

He lifted something down off a hook, then backed out of the alcove, forcing the others to give way before him lest they be trampled. Shutting the door again and lowering the tapestry back over it, Shivaji turned—and presented Kosala with a sheathed sword whose handle, guard, and pommel were all of black iron. It matched the drawing Ruhi had perfectly, and she felt a thrill run through her as the raja stripped off her gloves and accepted the weapon with her bare hands.

They’d done it! They’d found the Bhagskha Yang!


Chapter Thirty-five

Sundra

Kosala drew the talwar, revealing a long, slender blade whose edge still gleamed. “At last,” she muttered, holding the sword upright and admiring it in the light streaming in from the windows.

Then, very deliberately, she pricked the tip of her index finger with the point.

“What are you—?” Sundra started to ask, but his words faded and fell silent. Because the pirate lord’s new weapon was changing before their eyes.

It started with the blade, which took on a faint reddish tinge that quickly grew to a warm orange glow as if it were molten hot. As the color flowed down the weapon, traceries began to appear along the steel, an elegant flourish running from tip to guard. Similar designs appeared within the iron next, though the metal itself remained pitch-black.

At the guard’s tips, however, red bursts appeared, twin rubies seeming to emerge from the metal itself.

A smaller ruby formed at the point where the guard ended along the blade. The small, faceted bulb at the handguard’s end brightened into a ruby as well, as did the cap atop the broad disc-shaped pommel.

They all stared, entranced. All except Kosala herself. Though her eyes were turned toward the blade, they had unfocused, nearly rolling back in her head. She shuddered for an instant before coming to herself again and sheathing the blade, sucking at her finger to stop the bleeding.

“What was that?” Shivaji demanded. The big man was red in the face, and Sundra could not help feeling some glee at seeing his former tormentor’s realization that he’d been tricked yet again. He was careful not to let any of that show on his face, however. He knew from bitter experience that Shivaji did not take kindly to others laughing at him and tended to react with quick and thorough violence.

Kosala turned a cool gaze toward the big pirate. “None of your concern,” she replied. “We have concluded our transaction, and both have benefitted from it. At the moment, I am feeling charitable toward you. Pray that this continues.”

Shivaji glowered at her but did not block the way as she turned and led the rest of them back out into the hall. With the big man trailing after them, they descended to the main floor.

Just as they were stepping onto the elegant tiles there, however, they heard a commotion from outside. A moment later, a man burst into the room, dragging behind him two smaller men attempting to slow him down.

The Raja Chetan was large, though not as big as Shivaji or Koliya, and his clothing, though well-made, was plain and thoroughly broken in. Much like the man himself. Sundra knew, however, that the newcomer’s rough appearance concealed a sharp mind and a strong will.

“There you are!” he declared, seeing them. He shook the two men off him like a dog ridding himself of fleas and marched forward. “I’ve had a message for you.” His eyes and words were aimed entirely at Kosala as he held out a small bird, the kind often used to send notes long distances.

Only, this one appeared to be made only of glowing light, as if someone had traced a bird using nothing but cool blue flames.

“Chetan,” she replied, granting him a small nod. They had been bitter rivals for many years and allies for only a month or so, which no doubt would take some getting used to for both of them. Her own eyes were sharp, however. “What message?”

Her fellow raja glanced at Shivaji—and at Ruhi—then shrugged. “Koliya is on the move,” he explained, not bothering to lower his voice. “Your captain guesses he’ll hit Devrapatnam in a matter of days.” The bird in his grip shimmered and began to fade. Clearly someone in Kosala’s crew had an unusual—and extremely useful—Gift. And they might not have known where to find the raja herself, so they’d sent the illusory bird to her fellow pirate lord, knowing he would be able to reach her wherever she was.

“Damn him!” Kosala’s grip tightened on her new sword. “I knew he’d try something there as soon as he was sure I was gone! We have to get back there at once!” She turned to go—then stopped. And stared down at her own hand where it wrapped around the Bhagskha Yang.

“I need to deal with something here first,” she said, and her voice sounded strangely distant. “Sundra, you get to the Kalinga. Tell them to make ready. Chetan, Sanga, Ruhi, come with me.”

Sundra started to argue—why was she sending him back to the docks alone instead of all of them going together? But before he could get a word out, she looked him full in the face and said the thing he least expected:

“Please, Sundra. I promise you I will be right behind you.”

Before he even knew what he was doing, Sundra found himself nodding and heading for the door. As soon as he was free of that building, he took off running for the docks.

À À À

“Khandereo!” Sundra was gasping for breath by the time he reached the Kalinga. Fortunately, its captain was lounging at the railing, along with several of his crew. “We need to make ready! Kosala is right behind me—as soon as she gets here, we need to return to Devraptnam as fast as we can! It’s about to be attacked!”

“Is it?” the lanky captain drawled, tugging at the cuff of his elegant achkan. “How unfortunate for it. But all the more reason to stay put, I’d think. Why seek trouble like that when, if you don’t run toward it, it will merely pass you by?”

“Because it’s my home, and we have to defend it!” Sundra snapped, leaping onto the gangplank and rushing up it. He halted abruptly at its edge, however, as a blade suddenly appeared at his throat. “Uh, permission to come aboard?”

Khandereo studied him a moment before finally nodding. “Granted.” The pirate holding the sword lowered it, and Sundra stepped onto the deck, rubbing at his neck where he thought he could feel the faintest of creases. “Though it will do you no good. I will not take my ship and my crew into battle, any more than I would deliberately pilot into a storm. Not unless there was something amazing waiting for me on the other side.”

“That’s—” Sundra stopped as he registered the other man’s words. “That’s it!” Glancing about, he found Nalan sitting on a barrel near the boat’s prow, peeling a mango with his knife. Sundra hurried toward him.

“Nalan, you once told me you could generate a storm but it would take days to build,” he said after he’d reached the thalakurios. “Could you send one all the way to Devraptnam? Or just north of it?”

The weather mage glanced up at him, eating a slice of fruit off his knife. “I could,” he answered slowly. “But why would I?”

Frowning, Sundra looked around, finally spotting a water barrel. Drawing forth a dipper of water, he poured a small puddle onto the deck, then crouched and began drawing on the treated wood, using his wet finger to trace out rough shapes. “This is where we are,” he started, indicating a set of rough little blobs. “And this is Amaranth.” That was a squiggly line. “With Devraptnam here.” He marked a spot near the line’s lower tip. “Up here is Bandarnagar, our second largest port. It’s the only place Koliya could have stashed his fleet, unless he simply anchored them out at sea, which would be too big a risk.” He traced a line between the two dots. “He’ll have to take Dhamakaana up to Bandarnagar and retrieve his ships there, then sail back down to hit Devraptnam. He’ll go for the garrison at Dveep Karagar first, try to remove any threats. Then sweep down to the docks and strike here.”

The others had gathered around now. “So?” Chhavi asked. He hadn’t seen her when he’d arrived, but of course she’d been nearby. Somehow, she always was. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

But Khandereo was nodding, his long fingers stroking his clean-shaven chin. “Our young friend wishes Nalan to summon a storm and send it toward the city—but aim it just above them so it strikes between them and the other port. Right where Koliya will have his fleet.”

Sundra grinned up at the pirate captain. “It’s coming from the open sea, so he’d have to run back to Bandarnagar to avoid it. Which is good for Devraptnam and gives us time to catch up with him.”

“It would,” Khandereo agreed. “If we were going back there. Which we are not.”

Sighing, Sundra rose to his feet, dusting off his pants as he did. “We have to,” he began. “Otherwise he could take the entire city.”

The captain shrugged, however. “That means nothing to us,” he pointed out. “Besides, we’re pirates, remember? If you can take it, you’ve earned it.”

“But he has not earned it,” a new voice cut in as Kosala appeared at the top of the plank. She glanced pointedly at the deck before her, and with a resigned look Khandereo nodded, waving her onboard. “He has conspired and connived and murdered—and done so on land, from the shadows, and in the dark.”

A few of the crew muttered at that. They were oddly honorable in some ways, Sundra had found, and generally disapproved of backstabbing and double-dealing. A glance from their captain silenced them, however.

“Be that as it may,” he replied, “It still does not concern me and mine.”

Nalan cleared his throat. “I owe a great debt to this man,” the mage stated, pointing at Sundra. “If this will repay it, I will do that gladly. And can do so from here.” Khandereo nodded, and Nalan stood, turning to face out toward the open water and the ocean beyond. He raised his hand and the wind around them increased, building in strength as it whipped around the mage’s fist.

Then he turned and hurled that air up into the sky like a small child throwing a ball.

Sundra thought he could see the wind rising, striking the clouds overhead. Clouds that began churning as well, slowly at first but then faster. They darkened, clumping together, and began shifting north and west.

Toward Devraptnam.

“Smart thinking,” Kosala complimented, stepping up beside Sundra. “That should help slow him down.”

Twisting to smile at her, he noticed something. “Where is it?” he whispered, gesturing at the raja’s hip—where her usual silver-handled talwar hung. “You didn’t lose it already, did you?”

“No, I did not lose it,” she replied. “I’ve left it somewhere for safekeeping.” She turned to Khandereo next. “I need to get back to my fleet, and with all my ships out there, I need the Kalinga to take me. Besides which, I need your mage—Nalan—to get us there as quickly as we left. But once we’re there, you don’t need to join the fight. Just get me close enough for the Shikra to rendezvous and pick me up.”

The captain tapped his chin, then allowed a slow smirk to spread across his face. “I believe we can manage that,” he stated. “For the right price.”

As they haggled, a shadow fell across Sundra. He glanced up to find a familiar rangy figure there, but something was off. Sanga looked . . . stunned. “You okay?” Sundra asked. He was not as close with the man as Ruhi was, but still considered him a friend and ally.

Sanga didn’t respond at first, but when Sundra repeated the question he finally shook himself, glanced about, and nodded. “Fine.” That clearly wasn’t true, but at least the tall pirate had regained some semblance of control as he added, “We need to go.”

“I know,” Sundra replied. “She’s working on that right now.” But Sanga shook his head.

“No, we need to get off the Kalinga. Kosala’s orders.” He didn’t explain further but was already retracing his steps toward the gangplank and the dock beyond.

Sundra watched him go, confused. Why wouldn’t she want them to head back to Devrapatnam with her? But, as if feeling his gaze, the raja glanced his way long enough to catch his eye and shake her head. Sanga had not been mistaken, then. She didn’t want them here.

He was tempted to argue, or refuse to go. But it looked as if her negotiations with Khandereo were at an end, and if they’d reached an agreement the tall pirate captain would have no problem having Sundra tossed off his ship—and not that much concern about where or how he landed. Sundra quickly hurried to the gangplank and followed Sanga down it.

“Keep the decks wet,” Kosala called down. “And don’t rush in on my account.” Then, with those strange words, she’d turned away from the railing as Khandereo called for his crew to get the ship underway at once.

Sundra stood on the dock and watched the Kalinga pull away, Sanga having evidently already untied its mooring ropes.

“What now?” he asked the rangy pirate as the ship slid out into the bay, pointed toward the ocean beyond.

Sanga glanced his way, and the taller man’s eyes looked haunted. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “She only said to do what needed doing, but I have no idea what that is.”

Not liking to see the normally confident and calm pirate so upset, Sundra patted him on the back. “Don’t worry,” he said as reassuringly as he could. “We’ll figure it out together.”


Chapter Thirty-six

Ruhi

When she reached the docks, Ruhi was surprised to find the Kalinga gone—and two of her closest friends standing there on the weathered planks, watching its sails disappear across the water. “What happened?” she demanded, grabbing Sanga by one arm and Sundra by the other. “Where’s Kosala?”

“Gone,” Sanga answered, glancing absently down at her hand but not pulling away. “Khandereo is taking her back to the rest of the fleet.”

Chetan, who had arrived with her, let out a low growl at that. “By herself? Koliya will eat her alive!”

Sundra looked away from the water long enough to grin. “Not necessarily. I sent a little present to keep him occupied.” He explained about Nalan’s storm, and Ruhi felt a rush of relief. Something like that would indeed help turn the tide—perhaps literally!

Now her former brother focused on her. “What happened to you?” he asked. “Why did Kosala make you three stay behind with her?” His gaze dropped to her side, and his eyes widened. “And what are you doing with that?”

Feeling self-conscious under his gaze, Ruhi patted the black blade at her side. “Kosala insisted I hold onto it for her,” she explained, ducking her head. “For safekeeping.”

“As to what we were doing,” Chetan put in, “that’s none of your concern.” He scowled. “Just worry about your employer and her chances of surviving this fight, let alone winning it.”

“Former employer,” Sundra corrected, holding up his bare wrist. “I’m a free man now. And Ruhi—” He grabbed her arm, lifting it to reveal the equally bare expanse there. “Yes!”

She smiled. “Yes, she was true to her word—not that I’d have expected anything less. That was one of the reasons she had me stay behind. She needed a minute to end the contract and my indenture.” It was a strange feeling, not having the enchanted bracelet there. Even after only a double handful of weeks, she had gotten used to its weight on her wrist.

Sanga glanced at her and smiled, which left her feeling a bit warm and slightly off-balance. “I’m glad. I didn’t get to tell you that before. Now you’re free to make your own decisions.” Something in his manner added weight to that statement, and Ruhi felt her cheeks heat again. Damn the man, why did he keep having such an effect on her?

The clomp of boots reached her ears, accompanied by the clang of metal against stone and brick and dirt, and they all turned back toward the town in time to see a handful of soldiers appear, each of them banging their spear on the ground in time with their steps. The soldier in front was Pillai.

“There you are!” the guard captain called as she approached. “I tried Udayin—I mean, Shivaji’s—house, but he said you’d already left. What happened?” Her men stayed where they were, Ruhi noted, not particularly vigilant but still effectively blocking access to the dock—or escape from it.

She waited until Pillai had come closer before shifting to show off the weapon at her hip. “We found it,” she answered quietly. “Bhagskha Yang.”

Their friend stared. “It’s real? Storm and sky!” She reached out and ran a finger over the curve of the hand guard. “It’s beautiful! But why do you have it? And where’s Kosala? Not like her to give up a prize so easily.”

“She’s gone,” Sanga answered, his voice and whole body hunched in despair. “Left us here and sailed off to face Koliya.”

Chetan was still standing there scowling out at the water, and now the weathered raja shook his head. “Get herself killed, most like,” he grumbled. “Serve her right, too.” With that, he turned and began moving at a quick pace down the length of the wharf, up toward the city’s north edge.

“Where are you going?” Sundra called out, but the pirate lord ignored him and kept moving. Exchanging a glance with Ruhi, Sundra hurried after. A moment later, she did the same, and Pillai and Sanga kept up with her easily.

“Chetan!” she called as she ran. He had a powerful stride but her sprint soon let her overtake him. “Where are you going?”

“To my ships,” he answered shortly, not slowing at all. “Got to get a move on. She’s got a head start already and a weather mage, to boot.”

Ruhi stared at him, feeling a smile start across her face. “You’re going after her?” And to think, until recently this man and her former employer had been bitter enemies!

Now he just huffed a bit. “Course,” he said eventually. “Koliya’s gone power-mad. Has to be stopped or he’ll try to take over the Isles, too.” But something in the way he said that made Ruhi sure that wasn’t the real reason he was rushing to his former rival’s aid.

Chetan’s house was at the city’s farthest edge, nestled up against the start of the wall that wrapped around the town’s oldest section. He did not strike out away from the waterfront, however, following the boardwalk around the curve of the land and finally stopping well below his own home. Ruhi knew some of the docks here belonged to the raja Ehsaan and others to Koliya himself, but they were now standing several rows away from both those sections, between them and the docks before the Parishad Meeting Hall itself.

Several boats were moored here, and the raja made straight for one whose slightly tilted masts gave the whole vessel a rakish look. Men and women scurried about onboard, though Ruhi had no idea what they were doing. “Bhuvan!” Chetan shouted as he approached. “Are we ready?”

The raja’s second appeared atop the raised rear deck, by the rudder. “Ready!” he hollered back.

“We’ll do our best to catch her,” Chetan assured them as he moved toward the gangplank already set out and waiting for him. “Without a mage, we’ll be several days behind, but that might work to our advantage—Koliya won’t be expecting us. Assuming Kosala can hold out that long.”

“Let me come with you,” Sanga pleaded, but the weatherbeaten pirate lord shook his head.

“If she’d wanted you there, you’d be at her side right now,” he pointed out. “And I’m not going to be the one to counter her plans.” Then, without another word, he stomped up the gangplank and onto his ship.

“I’m sorry,” Ruhi told Sanga as they stepped back to avoid being struck by the plank being lifted back onto the boat. “He’s right, but I know it must still feel awful.”

The rangy pirate nodded. “I have no idea why she made me stay behind,” he admitted softly. “And I can’t help feeling like I let her down somehow. Plus there’s—” But he clamped his mouth shut and only shook his head.

Sundra shot him a suspicious look, but Sanga wasn’t saying anything else. To take some pressure off him, Ruhi turned to Pillai. “What happened with Chennama?”

The guard captain frowned, pushing her helmet back to scratch her forehead. “I never made it that far. Some of my men found me on my way there, told me there was some sort of disturbance at the docks. We set out to see what was going on, and that’s when I spotted all of you there.”

“Disturbance?” Ruhi asked. “We didn’t see anything like that. The Kalinga set sail, but there weren’t any problems, and they didn’t make a lot of noise while going about it.” Could it have been Nalan working his weather magic, she wondered. But other than a little bit of light and some wind, that had been too subtle to notice unless you were watching for it, too.

So what had the town guard meant? And why did she suspect that, whatever it was, it was connected to everything else somehow?

“We should look around, see what’s going on,” Sundra suggested, cocking his head at Sanga. Ruhi could have kissed him then. A mission was exactly what their friend needed to distract him.

“Come on, Sanga,” she urged. “You know the docks better than any of us. Let’s see if there’s anything out of place.”

The tall pirate frowned, but lifted his head, some of his usual focus returning to his eyes. “Fine. Let’s go.” And he set off at a brisk pace, back along the water toward where they’d started.

They didn’t get far, though. Just past the Parishad, Ruhi was startled by a bright light up ahead. The way it flickered against the sky could only mean one thing. “Fire!” she shouted.

They all took off in that direction, running full speed along the water-slicked timbers. Others were gathering as well, pointing at the blaze. A few had gathered buckets, but the heat was too intense for them to get close.

It was one of the docks that had somehow caught fire. And sailing away from it was a ship bigger than any Ruhi had seen before.

Sundra whistled at the sight, his eyes fixed on the boat rather than the blaze. “A ganja!” he said. “I’ve heard of them but never seen one. Nobody sails those anymore, they’re impossible to maneuver!”

But beside them, Sanga groaned. “You don’t have to maneuver if you can just sail over anything in your way,” he argued. “Koliya’s Dhamakaana is the same type.” He shuddered. “I know that ship. It’s the Kuni Rani. Jasleen Lal’s flagship.”

Now they were all staring at the receding vessel. “Jasleen Lal!” Ruhi whispered. “What is she doing? And why the fire?”

Sanga let loose a string of curses. “It’s an old custom,” he explained after he was done venting expletives. “You burn the dock as you leave to show that you won’t return unless you’re victorious. She’s going to war.”

“And we can guess which battle she’s planning to join,” Sundra muttered. “Only question is, on which side?”

Pillai thunked her spear on the ground. “No one’s,” she stated. “Jasleen Lal is only ever on her own side.”

Sanga nodded. “She’ll sail into the middle of everything, attack everyone in sight, and then scoop up whatever’s left after. And we know she uses thalakurioi; no doubt she hired several after we freed them from bondage, so she’ll be able to get there in a matter of days. Maybe even before the Kalinga.” He looked around. “We’ve got to stop her, or at least warn Kosala and Chetan. They’re about to sail headfirst into a fight between two bloodthirsty rajas!”

Sundra was nodding, and peering about as well. “There!” he said, tugging at the taller man’s arm and pointing. Following his gesture, Ruhi looked and saw, through the smoke and flames, a ship preparing to raise sail.

By the time she thought to say anything, her two friends were already sprinting toward it.

Gritting her teeth, Ruhi hurried after them. She had long enough legs to catch Sundra, at least, and gasped to a halt on the next dock right beside him.

“You can’t just commandeer a ship,” she warned him, struggling to catch her breath. “You’re not rich here, remember?”

Sanga was gazing up at the ship, and now he smiled. “We don’t have to commandeer it,” he replied. “This is the Tagada, one of Chetan’s. Hoy, the ship!”

His bellow was answered by one from somewhere above, and a moment later a face appeared over the railing, a woman with thick dark curls. “Who calls?”

“I’m Sanga, and this is Sundra,” he answered. “We serve Kosala, and your master is rushing to her aid. Permission to join you.”

The woman nodded. “Saw you with Chetan earlier. I’m Pooja Madan, the captain.” She studied them a second, then beckoned. “Fine, but hurry up. We’re already trailing most of the fleet.”

The two men nodded, but Ruhi grabbed each of them by a hand. “What about us?” she asked, nodding to Pillai.

Sundra smiled gently as he pulled free. “We both know you’re terrible on the water,” he told her with a laugh and a wink. “Besides, somebody’s got to stay behind and make sure that fire’s put out.”

Sanga nodded. “It’s going to get rough and bloody,” he pointed out. “Better for you to stay here.”

“I’m not some helpless little girl!” Ruhi protested, and he laughed.

“No, you’re definitely not that. But you’re no sailor, either. Besides, Kosala told you to keep that safe for her.” He nodded at the Bhagskha Yang. “I don’t think she’d appreciate your bringing it into a mad sea battle.” Before she could respond, he leaned in and kissed her quickly. He was gone before she could push him away or pull him closer, leaving her to wonder which she would have done, given the chance.


Chapter Thirty-seven

Ruhi

She could feel Pillai smirking beside her. “So . . .” the guard captain said finally, breaking the silence. “Sanga.”

Ruhi started to respond, not even sure what she would say, only to realize that her fingers were cupping her lips as if attempting to retain the feel of his lips against them. She lowered her hands quickly, crossing her arms and turning to glower at the shorter woman beside her. “What about him?” she demanded.

Her friend laughed and held up both hands in surrender. “I’m just saying, you’ve got good taste,” she offered. “Lots of ladies—and lads—would envy you.”

“I have a sword,” Ruhi threatened, which only made Pillai laugh harder. “Okay, fine. But it’s an enchanted sword!” Admittedly, it didn’t look like anything special right now—when Kosala had handed over the blade, the rubies had begun to dim. Now they were as black as the rest of the sword’s handle and guard. “Never mind,” she grumbled.

It was a relief to catch a flurry of motion off to the side. Turning, Ruhi saw that another guard had just run up to the ones waiting at the dock’s back half. “Captain!” the newcomer called out. “There’s trouble at the Governor’s Hall!”

Instantly, Pillai was all business, hurrying to join her men. Ruhi kept pace alongside. “What sort of trouble?” the guard captain snapped, already pushing past them and striding from the water and into the city proper. The guards marched after her, spreading out to form an arrow with Pillai at its tip—and Ruhi just slightly to the side.

“A riot,” the recent addition, who was immediately behind Pillai, answered. He was young and broad and, though sweat dripped from under his helmet, he barely seemed out of breath. “Not sure how it started or why, but it’s full-scale now.”

Ruhi’s friend nodded. “Get to headquarters, sound the alarm, call out everyone on duty,” she instructed him. “Bring them all to the hall. Go!” He was off like a shot, disappearing into the maze of streets.

“Why did you send him off alone?” Ruhi asked as they continued their own trek. “Aren’t we going the same way?” Both the guard headquarters and the governor’s hall were in the newer part of town, labeled “below the line” because that was the area below the Pirate Line that had once been Surpakat’s outer fortification—and still was, along the western and northern edges.

Pillai nodded. “More or less. But he can take a different route and get there faster.”

“Ah.” Even after exploring thoroughly since they’d first arrived, there was still so much to learn about this place! Ruhi hated the thought that, now that she was free and reconciled with her family, she might never get that chance.

À À À

They heard the commotion long before they saw it. An angry buzz filled the air like a swarm of bees. Gradually, it resolved into shouts and curses and threats—and the clash of weapons.

Then they rounded a building and were facing the Governor’s Hall.

Always before, Ruhi had been impressed by the ornate gardens surrounding the place. Now, however, the tranquil beauty had been transformed into a hellish battleground. Several of the sculpted hedges had been hacked apart, in places the vibrant flowers had been trampled, and people thronged the space, spilling out over the broad walkways and onto the lush grass. The usual heavy scent of flowers was partially masked for once, hidden beneath the smells of sweat and blood.

“Stand aside!” Pillai bellowed as they approached this scene, her volume far exceeding her size. “By order of the town guard, stand aside!”

A man turned and charged her, tegha held high. Pillai calmly smashed her spear butt into his forehead. The blow stopped him in his tracks. He toppled, and she marched over his body.

Another, this one a woman, snarled and hurled herself at the guard captain, wielding a pair of short clubs. Pillai slammed her spear haft into the woman’s temple, simultaneously stunning her and knocking her aside. Two more attacked from the sides, but the other guards blocked them easily.

“Don’t kill anyone!” Pillai warned her men, not slowing her pace. “Not unless it’s you or them.” She followed her own dictate, tripping a man and kicking him in the face as he fell.

Ruhi didn’t dare draw the Bhagskha Yang. She had no idea what the sword could do, or would do if wielded by someone other than its chosen owner. Besides which, Sanga had been right. She was terrible with a sword.

Instead she just stayed close behind Pillai, letting her friend do the fighting as they made their way, step by slow step, toward the building beyond.

At least that looked the same, still a handsome red building, round and white-columned and gold-domed. Except that, as they drew closer, Ruhi saw the front doors. They had been smashed in and lay in pieces on the floor just inside.

“Stay alert,” Pillai warned, passing through the now-empty arch. “We’ve no idea who’s still here or what they want.”

The blue mosaic overhead was still bright and cheerful, Ruhi noticed as they entered the hall proper. But the intricate gold and green tiles of the floor were now marred with dirt, bits of grass and flowers—and blood. Two men were crumpled up ahead, to either side of the handsomely carved wooden wall separating the outer hall from the governor’s private chambers. They were guards, Ruhi saw right away, in their chain shirts and conical helmets.

She couldn’t tell if either of them was still breathing.

Pillai gestured for one of her men to check on them while she continued into the next room. This one had whitewashed walls above dark wood panels and a rich red carpet. The fireplace to one side was still unlit, but the large desk had been shoved aside to grant easier access to the tall, paneled doors behind them. This had been Ilam’s place, Ruhi remembered with a pang. That poor young man who’d apparently died just to further a plot of revenge against her and Sundra. Which, even for someone as bloodthirsty as a pirate—or the lieutenant governor of a whole city full of pirates—seemed excessive.

Noises emanating through the doors drew their attention, and Pillai gestured for everyone to be quiet. She crept forward as best she could, the carpet muffling the sound of her boots, her spear raised and angled to keep its end clear of the floor. Ruhi moved just as quietly, with the other guards bringing up the rear.

Clumped tightly together, they entered the governor’s private office.

It was a large room, like its antechamber but bigger and more grandly appointed—and it looked as if it had been hit by a hurricane. The tapestries had been torn from the walls and tossed all about, the low couch had been flipped over, the pair of chairs had been tossed into a corner. The big desk had not been moved—it would have taken several men Koliya’s size to budge the heavy wooden piece—but everything else had been scattered.

The room was also full of men Ruhi didn’t recognize. None of whom were dressed as town guards.

“Stop fighting!” Pillai shouted. “Stop or be stopped!”

No one even paused.

Watching it from just inside the doorway, Ruhi couldn’t tell who was fighting whom. They were all dressed in typical pirate fashion, rough and mismatched but mostly coarse and colorful. She saw no clear indicators as to sides or allegiances. As she stood there, one man punched another in the face—and then promptly tackled the woman who’d been ganging up on the man with him. Most of the people were simply flailing about, fists and feet and heads connecting with others at random. Only a few of them even had weapons out, and those who did were waving clubs rather than swords.

For a mob, it seemed a particularly aimless one.

Pillai clearly did not care. She waded into the melee, her spear held parallel to the ground, swinging it left and right to knock people aside in clumps. Her guards followed her lead, clearing a path to the desk.

And the man Ruhi now saw slumped face first on its broad top, still seated in the chair behind it.

“Nayak!” Pillai called, shoving rioters aside to reach him. “Nayak Malhotra!”

Finally reaching him, the guard captain grabbed the governor by the shoulder. But when she tugged, he fell limply back, his head lolling—and his eyes wide and dulled.

Ruhi did not need to see the blood staining his shirt from a dozen wounds to know that Girish Malholtra, governor of Surpakat, was dead.

A loud clattering came from out in the hall. She tensed. A moment later, a new swarm of men and women burst into the room—all of them wearing chain shirts and conical helmets.

“Get everyone out of here!” Pillai ordered. “Cart them all off in chains! They can explain what happened to the Parishad!”

Except that more than half the remaining rajas were out to sea, Ruhi thought. Only Ehsaan, Falguni, and Tarabai remained, if they were not off pursuing their own interests.

But who else could one report a governor’s murder to?

The guards were hauling people apart, breaking up fights and punching or clubbing those who resisted. With surprising speed, the room emptied, leaving Ruhi there with only Pillai, two guards, and the dead governor.

“Poor man,” she said as the guard captain closed his eyes.

“Good man,” Pillai added quietly. “Perhaps too good for this job.” She looked around, frowning. “Notice anything odd about all this?”

Ruhi had. “He was stabbed,” she replied. “More than once. But everybody here was using bare hands or clubs. No blades. So who killed him?”

Her friend nodded. “Was it someone who’d already been knocked out by the time we arrived? Or disarmed? Or—”

“Or was the riot a cover for his murder,” Ruhi finished. “It does seem awfully convenient.”

One of the guards who’d already exited returned. “Captain, you’ll want to see this,” she said.

Following the woman, Pillai and Ruhi stepped out into the antechamber. Two more guards were there, tending to a woman in a bright purple dupatta over a surprisingly plain sari and ghagra. Her hair had come loose from its simple knot, falling over her strong brow and straight nose but not concealing her rounded cheeks. She was half leaning, half perching on the edge of the desk.

It was Chennama Macola, the lieutenant governor—the same woman who had framed Ruhi herself, along with Sundra, for Inam’s murder.

The same one who had been working with Koliya and evidently with the cabal back in Devrapatnam as well.

“Captain!” Chennama called out, having glanced up and spotted them. “I’m so grateful you came when you did! It was just awful!” She was wringing her hands, which had only minimal jewelry, and looked distraught.

But, having seen her in action before, Ruhi remained unconvinced.

“Lieutenant Governor,” Pillai stated, stamping her spear on the ground in salute. “I am relieved to see you unharmed.” She cocked her head to the side. “How did you manage that feat?”

The other woman sighed, glancing down at her hands. “I’m ashamed to admit when they broke in, I hid under this desk.” She patted the object she was currently using as a seat, then shuddered. “I thought I was going to die but somehow they surged right past me.” Now she turned bright eyes on Pillai and even Ruhi, who she regarded curiously. “Is Girish all right?”

Ruhi didn’t envy her friend as the guard captain grimaced. “No,” she admitted at last. “The governor was killed in the riot.”

“Oh, no!” Chennama’s hands had flown to her mouth. “Oh, how awful!” Either the woman was genuinely bereaved or she was a superlative actress.

“We had best get you someplace safe,” Ruhi suggested, and for an instant the woman’s gaze upon her was neither sad nor stunned but sharp as a dagger and cold as ice. “In case whoever started this stirs up similar trouble.”

The lieutenant governor—now the highest-ranking official in Surpakat—shook her head. “Oh, that won’t be necessary,” she stated, waving a hand. “I’m sure the danger is now past—thanks to you and your guards, captain. You have my eternal thanks.”

Pillai bowed—but winked at Ruhi. “I hope you are correct, madam,” she said as she straightened. “But, just to be safe, it’d be best if you came with us.” She motioned for her two guards to stand and flank the other woman. “I insist. For the good of the city.”

Again Ruhi saw that brief, ugly flash on Chennama’s face. Then it was gone. “Of course,” she replied, rising to her feet. “For the good of the city.”

She let them escort her out. The woman was nothing if not patient and consummately aware of her audience—Ruhi knew she would do nothing while so many eyes were upon her.

Which gave them at least a little time to figure out what had really happened here, and what to do about it.


Chapter Thirty-eight

Sundra

They arrived just in time to watch the storm break apart like a fading dream.

One minute, they were flying across the ocean, the hull barely settling within the water, the sails and masts groaning as they struggled before the wind pushing them along. Somehow, Nalan’s wind-and-current boost had spread out in a V behind the Kalinga, wide enough to engulf all of Chetan’s ships and drag them along as well. Not that they were complaining—better to get there in time to make a difference!—but it did make communication between ships difficult. Chetan used flags to signal from one ship to another, except at that speed, the small cloth banners were whipped right out of your hands the minute you raised them. All they could do was cling to spar and line, keep an eye on the sails, and wait for the ride to end.

Which it did, abruptly, spilling the ships back out onto the ocean like a hand letting a cluster of toy boats fall, all of them bobbing frantically as their weight once more pressed down upon them. The sky was a thick, dark gray, tendrils of the storm still reaching down, but the swathe between cloud and water was clear, and only a few droplets still fell.

The Shikra was directly in front of them, along with the rest of Kosala’s fleet. She already had Khandereo bringing the Kalinga close enough for her to transfer over.

That normally simple act was complicated by the massive sea battle taking place all around them.

Sundra ducked reflexively as a volley of fire arrows sailed overhead. They missed the Tagada by scant feet, hissing as they plunged into the ocean and were instantly snuffed out. Still, to just reach the conflict and instantly be targeted did not bode well.

“Battle stations!” Pooja shouted, and everyone leaped to obey, including Sundra and Sanga. Pooja had made it clear to them as soon as they’d boarded that she did not abide passengers. “You sail with me, you work,” she’d warned. They had both been happy to comply.

Keeping busy kept their minds off what might be happening back in Devraptnam—or, for that matter—Surpakat—without them.

Now they grabbed rain barrels to wet down the deck and affixed small shields along the rail to help block arrows. That done, they readied their weapons and waited for orders.

In a sea battle, there were only three options for attack: missiles, ramming, and boarding. They’d done what they could to minimize the first. The second would depend upon Pooja’s skill at the rudder and the sharp eyes of her lookouts. As for the third, well, they would be ready.

Now Sundra was able to look and see what was happening around them. It was not good.

Kosala’s ships were spread out in a line between Devraptnam and the open water. Koliya’s fleet—bigger and more numerous—had been held back by the storm, but with that clearing they were attacking the naval blockade, trying to get past to sack the city. And Jasleen Lal’s ships, presumably just arrived, were attacking both equally.

“We need to fill in the gaps!” Sundra shouted, the wind remaining strong enough to steal the words away otherwise. “Block Koliya from getting through!”

But Sanga shook his head. “You’re thinking like a city-dweller,” he warned, leaning in close to be heard. “Think like a pirate instead.”

Like a pirate? Sundra considered that—and saw his error at once. Sanga was right. His suggestion had been entirely defensive. But even getting to those open spaces meant fighting past Jasleen Lal and Koliya both.

Far better, then, to just attack them and remove as many of their ships as possible.

Sure enough, the Tagada was gliding toward one of Jasleen Lal’s ships, which was too busy attacking someone else to notice. Pooja was bellowing for her boarding parties. Sundra and Sanga both stepped forward.

The captain only hesitated a second before nodding and motioning them to the rail. The second the two ships bumped hulls, they and the others leaped across.

Jasleen Lal’s crew had spotted them in time to be ready. Sundra nearly spitted himself on an axe as he jumped over. He avoided that only by twisting mid-air, but was able to sweep his sword in a wide arc as he did. The man facing him fell back far enough to prevent decapitation but not to avoid a sliced cheek.

And the battle was joined.

Sundra slashed and parried and kicked. Real fighting, he’d learned, was nothing like a duel. The only rule here was: whoever survives wins.

He fully intended to win.

The man with the axe died from a stab through the heart. The woman beside him dropped, clutching the wound in her neck. The next man stumbled from a sword in the gut, then died as Sundra slashed his throat. He lost track of who he was fighting. He even forgot why he was fighting.

He only returned to himself when someone grabbed his arm. It was Sanga.

“We’re good here,” the rangy pirate told him. “Let’s go.”

They jumped back onto the Tagada, leaving enough men behind to man this new boat. The hastily installed crew was working to get the bigger ship under control and aimed at another adversary. And Pooja took aim at her next target.

But, wiping the blood from his face, Sundra had a bad feeling. It got worse when Sanga shook his head.

“We’re not going to make it,” the tall pirate said quietly. “There’re too many of them. Each of our ships would have to defeat at least three of theirs, maybe more.”

Sundra nodded, yet for his friend he mustered a smile. “Kosala will have a plan,” he pointed out. “She always does.”

That made Sanga frown and move to the railing, scanning the sea for the Shikra. “There!” he said after a moment, pointing. Kosala’s flagship was bobbing in front of her fleet. Was it at anchor?

An instant later, he made out the raja herself, standing at the bowsprit. “You cannot defeat me!” she shouted, her words faint but clear over wind and wave. “I am untouchable!” She raised her sword high. “For I hold the Bhagskha Yang! The Fated Blade is mine, and victory with it!”

Sanga gripped the railing so tightly Sundra thought his fingers might splinter the wood. “What is she thinking?” the tall pirate snarled. “Taunting them like that?”

Sundra had thought of something else. “She’s lying,” he said softly. “She doesn’t have the sword, remember? Ruhi does. That’s her own talwar she’s waving about.” Her plan struck him then, and he staggered. “She’s making herself into bait.”

“What?” Sanga stared at him, then back at the Shikra. “Where are Uma and the rest?” he asked after a moment. “All I see is Kosala herself.”

Sundra nodded. “Probably on the Kalinga. She’d want them out of danger.”

Even as they watched, the two largest ships on the water—the Kuni Runi and another of equal size that could only be Dhamakaana—turned and made for the Shikra. It was Jasleen Lal and Koliya. The taunt had worked. The other two rajas were making straight for her.

“She’s set the sea anchor,” Sundra murmured. “She’s a stationary target. She wants them to ram her.”

Sanga gaped at him. “Each of those ships is half again the Shikra’s size! They’ll turn her to kindling between them!”

Sundra nodded sadly. “I think that’s the idea.”

They could only watch as both ganja aimed their long, metal-capped bowsprits straight at the Shikra’s prow from opposite sides. Kosala remained in full view, standing tall. Sundra thought she even looked their way and winked, though he could not be sure because of the distance.

Then the two bigger ships struck.

Both slammed into the defenseless Shikra, their bowsprits driving right through her—and, with a terrible grinding sound, crossed in the process. The three ships were now wedged together.

Kosala had stumbled but kept her feet. Now she grinned—and, raising a lit lantern from her side, smashed it down upon the deck.

Fire immediately raced outward, consuming everything in its path.

“Naptha,” Sanga whispered, eyes wide. “She must have drenched the deck with it.” He looked like he wanted to rush to his captain’s aid but held back—no doubt remembering her last words to them, which now made sense.

Beside him, Sundra winced. Once the alchemical fire was lit, it would burn until nothing remained. Even water would not put it out.

Kosala had transformed into a figure of flame, standing tall and defiant even as she blackened and burned. A keening sound rose, but Sundra suspected it was the fire itself. She was too strong-willed to cry out in pain.

And then the fires leapt to the bowsprits embedded through the Shikra, and onto both those ships.

As if on cue—and he guessed it was—Kosala’s other ships began lobbing large clay pots at the trapped ships. More naptha, and oil and tar to help fuel it. Within seconds, all three vessels were fully ablaze.

Sundra watched closely, but no one leapt over the side. Koliya was too stubborn and Jasleen Lal too proud to abandon ship, even to save their own lives. Not that it would have helped.

With a loud, shuddering groan, the three blacked ships collapsed in on each other. Then the entire twisted mass of wood and rope and cloth sank, the water still glowing above it for some time.

Silence reigned in their absence.

Then a voice called out. Chetan.

“This is the raja Chetan!” he shouted, his voice somehow carrying across the water. “I am now the only pirate lord left afloat! Lay down your arms and surrender your ships to me and I will let you live! Refuse to comply and I will send you to the ocean floor, along with your former masters!”

No one moved.

Then one ship lowered its flag, signaling defeat. Another followed. One or two turned and fled, vanishing quickly from view. Soon, only Chetan and Kosala’s banners remained aloft.

They had won.

But at what cost?


Chapter Thirty-nine

Sundra

The sky had cleared and the waves finally settled as Chetan maneuvered his flagship close to the Tagada.

“I’m sorry about Kosala,” the rough-edged raja said once he’d crossed to the Tagada’s deck. “She and I didn’t always see eye to eye, but I respected the hell out of her.”

Sanga nodded. “Thank you. She thought highly of you as well.” The rangy pirate was standing stiffly, and his eyes were slightly glazed, but he seemed to be holding it together for the moment.

“What would you like us to do now?” Chetan asked next, and Sundra started to answer before realizing the question had not been directed at him. He turned to see Sanga staring off into the distance, evidently as stunned as he was.

“Am I missing something here?” Sundra asked. “Kosala is gone, which is awful. But doesn’t that mean her fleet gets disbanded and her ships, homes, and all the rest get auctioned off?” The pirates had a unique take on inheritance—they didn’t allow people to will belongings away, so anything you still had when you died had to be taken by force or it went to the city, who auctioned it all off and split the proceeds with the Parishad. Of course, with Kosala, Koliya, and Jasleen Lal all gone and Vihaan and Udayin’s seats still vacant, that left only Tarabai, Falguni, and Ehsaan to divide such spoils with Chetan.

Chetan broke into a grin, however. “Leave it to Kosala to play one last trick on the world,” he said. “Right before she left Surpakat, she gave all her belongings to Sanga here. I witnessed the transfer, as did Ruhi and even Shivaji. And despite the ships lost during this battle, there are more than enough to meet the requisite minimum. Your friend is the new raja.”

“What?” Sundra stared. “How did she know?”

Sanga shook his head, that question at least shaking him from his fugue. “I don’t know, but she did. The way she insisted on that, the words she said—she was saying goodbye. Maybe it had something to do with her Gift—she could always tell truth from lie.” He grimaced. “But I don’t know what to do next! I’m no raja!”

“Except that you are,” Chetan pointed out. He stepped directly into Sanga’s path, forcing the rangy pirate to meet his eyes. “And if you don’t start acting like one, someone will strip it all away from you before you can blink. Is that what you want? Is it what Kosala wanted?”

That was harsh, but Sanga’s gaze focused. “No. It is not.”

Sundra clapped him on the shoulder. “Just think to yourself, ‘What would Kosala do?’ That should work for now.”

His friend nodded. “Right.” He looked back at Chetan. “I’ll need one of the captured ships. Preferably a kotia. And get the Kalinga over here. We’ll transfer to them, let you have your ship back.”

Chetan nodded. “Done and done. I figure half the captured ships are yours. I’ll take the rest of them with me for now, and we can divvy them up once we’re both back home.” He offered his hand, which Sanga clasped. “Welcome to the Parishad, Sanga. I know you’ll do Kosala’s memory proud.”

Turning, he clambered back across to his flagship, which then sailed into a wide arc as his crew employed their flags to arrange the rest of the fleet. Meanwhile, the Kalinga approached, as did a kotia whose name appeared to be Chatur Yodha.

“Ahoy!” That was from Khandereo, at the Kalinga’s prow. “I’ve got your people here—where do you want them?” Uma and the rest of the Shikra’s crew crowded behind him, teary-eyed but resolute.

“Put them onto that kotia there,” Sanga ordered. “Uma, the ship is yours now. Fit it out properly, then send everyone else back home while you take Sundra and me back to Devraptnam. We have a few things to finish up there.”

She nodded, as did Khandereo, and soon the Shikra’s crew had transferred to their new home. It was a smart move, Sundra thought. The ship was the same design as their old one, so it would be easy enough for them to adjust to it, and it would also pass for the Shikra when they docked at Devraptnam once more.

In short order, the Chatur Yodha was headed back to the city’s harbor, where a large number of locals had gathered to watch. Among them, unsurprisingly, were the city guard, including Tirupa Iyer. Sundra was surprised, however, to see his father there as well.

“What happened?” Sangram Aruvar demanded as soon as they’d docked and Sundra and Sanga had disembarked. He did embrace his son but pulled back quickly, studying his face as he waited for answers.

“It was Koliya,” Sundra explained. “The pirate lord I told you about. He was in league with the cabal, but then tried to take it over. When we destroyed their hold over the city, he retreated to his ships. I guess he decided to just fall back on more familiar methods and raid the city instead.” He shrugged. “We stopped him.”

His father frowned, looking around on the docks and up at the new kotia. “Where is your other friend?” He asked. “Kosala, wasn’t it?”

“She gave her life to save us all,” Sanga answered stiffly. “Took down Koliya and another pirate lord, Jasleen Lal, in the process.”

That got a gasp from the older Aruvar. “Jasleen Lal? She is still around? She was attacking ships when I was a boy!”

Sundra nodded. “She was, yes. And still just as dangerous as ever. She won’t be a problem anymore.” Though there were her four daughters to face now. The eldest, Antara, was already firmly ensconced at the family’s stronghold of Dveep Kile and its neighboring plantation, Khet Parivar. But the other three—Gayatri, Matevi, and Rasika Lal—had all stayed with their mother in Surpakat. He suspected there would be fighting among them as to who got their mother’s fleet—whatever was left of it.

Captain Iyer spoke up—he had crowded close to listen in as well. “Then the pirate threat is ended?”

“It is,” Sundra agreed. “And I doubt any of them will try attacking Devraptnam, or anywhere in Rashtanan, in future.”

The guard captain straightened. “Very good.” He glanced at Sangram, who nodded. “In that case, Kunwar Sundra Aruvar, I am afraid I must place you under arrest for the murder of the Sirdar Jivaka Pawari.” He stepped back and several more guards moved in, grasping Sundra by each shoulder and wrist. Another took his sword and dagger from him.

“What?” Sundra stared at Iyer, then at his father. “Is this your doing?”

His father did not back down. “I tried to warn you,” he stated, his manner more like the cold, stern ruler Sundra remembered. “Leaving the city was a bad idea. I had given Captain Iyer my word that you would remain until your case could be considered properly. Once you left, he—and the rest of the council—felt they could not trust you not to flee judgment. Especially since you’d already done so once.”

“Which they only could have discovered if you told them,” Sundra stated bitterly. “I should’ve known. ‘The law is the law and treats everyone equally.’ Right?”

His father nodded heavily. “That is correct.” Stepping forward, he laid a hand on Sundra’s shoulder. “But I promise I will do my best to bring your case to consideration as quickly as possible, and I will make sure you receive a fair trial.”

“Yes, followed by a first-class execution,” Sundra muttered. Then the guards were dragging him away. He refused to make himself more of a spectacle than necessary, however, so he did not resist. Instead he stood tall and walked with as much dignity as he could muster. Respecting that, Iyer gestured to his men, who released their grip and simply took up guard positions. Just outside their moving cordon, Sanga kept pace alongside him.

“What do you want me to do?” The rangy pirate—now raja—asked. “Free you? We can make it to the Chatur Yodha, set sail back to Surpakat. I’ll give you ships, if you want, or a job, whatever you need.” The guards tensed at that.

But Sundra shook his head. “Thank you, but no. My home is here, and my family. I ran from this once, but I won’t do that again. I need to face it, wherever that leads.”

Sanga scowled, then brightened. “I’ll get word to Ruhi. She’ll think of something.”

That made Sundra laugh, just for a second. “Maybe she will,” he agreed. “Well, you know where I’ll be until then. Now go before they decide to detain you, too.”

His friend nodded, pausing long enough to clasp his hand before turning back toward the dock and the boat waiting there. A part of Sundra wished he had taken the pirate up on his offer. But, in his heart, he knew he’d made the right choice, the only choice. He was done running.

Whatever was going to happen next, he would face it like a proper noble—chin up and eyes open.


Chapter Forty

Ruhi

In the past four days, Ruhi had gone over the house books thrice, the larger estate books twice, and the grocery lists four times. She had also rearranged her room—now entirely hers, since Sundra would not need it anymore—and dusted the office.

Even she had to admit she was running out of ways to keep herself busy.

She still couldn’t believe that Kosala was gone. When the female raja had marched into Udayin’s home, right after the sadistic little man had died, she had seemed a veritable force of nature, and indestructible. Yet that was the word they had received, courtesy of a glowing dove that had faded away once Meera had read the message it had carried.

“It’s from Diya,” the young housekeeper had explained after the bird had flown in through an open window and hovered before her until she’d cupped it in her hands. “That’s her Gift.” Ruhi remembered Diya, one of the pirates aboard the Shikra, as a slim woman who liked to scale the nets and lines and then dive headfirst toward the deck, cackling all the while. So she was the one responsible for the light-lined messengers?

Then Meera had read the message aloud—and promptly fainted. Ruhi and the cook Laila had eventually managed to rouse her, and after commiserating the three of them had gathered the rest of the household to share the news. The scrawled note had been brief, and written in a shaky hand Ruhi had recognized as Sanga’s own. It had simply said:

Kosala dead. Sanga now raja. Sundra arrested for murder. Koliya and Jasleen Lal dead. Chetan heading back.

The first portion had been stunning and yet oddly not. Remembering the way they had parted, Ruhi suspected now, looking back, that Kosala had recognized the danger she was in and the odds she faced. For once, the bold, bossy pirate queen had come up short.

Following from that, the second had been no surprise at all. Especially since Ruhi herself had been present when Kosala had given the tall pirate all of her worldly possessions. A sensible precaution, and one that had proven oddly prescient.

The third had been baffling, at first. But then she had remembered the bits and pieces she’d gleaned from her “brother” during their time together. He had killed a man, a Sirdar, in a duel. It had been an accident, but that hardly mattered. Now, for whatever reason, it sounded as if the city had decided to pursue that matter. Ruhi wished she could help somehow, but didn’t see anything she could do, especially from here.

If not for Kosala’s prowess, the fact that both Koliya and Jasleen Lal had also died in the battle would have been more surprising. Ruhi had to admit, she’d felt some relief at the first, and neither pleasure nor pain at the second.

That Chetan had survived was also a good thing. Especially since she knew it meant Sanga would have an ally on the Parishad, and the rough-hewn raja had also witnessed the transfer of goods and titles.

Without any mages to help, however, it would take days, if not weeks, for Sanga and the fleet—now his—to return. And for once, Sundra wouldn’t be with them. Which was strange enough, being here without her “brother.”

Of course, showing up here as herself had started the strangeness. Fortunately, she’d thought to have Pillai accompany her and vouch for her.

Meera had needed little convincing. The young housekeeper, who was around Ruhi’s own age, had laughed and hugged her, exclaiming, “Oh, I am a dunce, I should have seen it! Of course!” She’d then compounded Ruhi’s embarrassment by winking at her and saying, “So, was Sanga relieved or disappointed—or a little of both?”

Most of the staff had taken the news easily enough, especially once Ruhi had explained that it had only been to avoid anyone trying to take any liberties. There’d been a few knowing glances, but she’d made it quite clear that Sundra had a been a good friend and a perfect gentleman, and that there was nothing but friendship and respect between them.

Which made it all the stranger, thinking how he might never come back here. Of course, she was free now, too. And she knew that, if she simply asked, Sanga would appoint a ship to bring her home.

The question was, was that what she wanted?

That thought made her head hurt, and her heart. To avoid that, she’d thrown herself into her work.

Except she’d run out of that, and the house’s new master—potentially her new employer, which wouldn’t be awkward at all!—still wasn’t back yet.

She was perching on the edge of Kosala’s—now Sanga’s—desk, idly running a finger around the Bhagshka Yang’s guard with the sheathed sword laid across her lap—when Pillai came storming in.

“That woman!” the guard captain declared, shoving her sword into the room’s corner and flexing her hands once they were free, as if to work out the kinks—or possibly strangle someone. “She’s gone mad with power!”

Rising to her feet, Ruhi stepped forward and caught her friend’s wrists, but gently. “All right, easy,” she urged. “What is the matter?”

“The matter?” Pillai glared down at their joined hands, then up at Ruhi, then scowled and shook her head. “What’s the matter is, Chennama has made herself governor and is now deliberately undercutting the Parishad’s authority!” Growling, she grabbed a sturdy stick from the bin of firewood and snapped it in two, then tossed it aside.

Ruhi didn’t like how this was sounding, but knew better than to rush her friend. “What has she done, exactly?” she asked in an even tone after Pillai did not elaborate.

The guard captain sighed, pacing back and forth across the room. “Well, first she declared that she would be taking the role of governor, even though there hadn’t been a vote. Then she announced that, effective immediately, no one was allowed to congregate in a group bigger than a dozen unless they were either part of a ship’s crew or preparing to head out on one, or part of the town guard. Oh, and she’s formalized the relationship between myself and her office, to make it absolutely clear that I have to obey every ridiculous little command she gives. Spirits take her!”

Ruhi nodded. “That is really bad. Sorry. I guess she wants to consolidate her power as quick as possible, before Chetan and Sanga get back or Falguni and Tarabai return.” The other two female raja were both away at the moment, the one to her new plantation of Bahut Saare and the other to her own home base of Riyaasat, leaving only Ehsaan in residence.

“She does,” Pillai agreed. “Ehsaan tried talking sense into her.”

“How did that work out?”

The guard captain laughed, though clearly not out of amusement. “She told him she’d hit the rajas with a massive tax on every coin, crew, and ship if he didn’t back off.”

“Lovely.” But smart. Ehsaan was too cautious to try anything that risky. Which gave her more time to consolidate her hold over the city. By the time Chetan—and Sanga—returned, there’d be nothing they could do—like a barnacle, she’d have permanently attached herself to Surpakat’s seedy underside.

“How is it going with that?” It took Ruhi a second to realize that her friend had deliberately changed the subject and was now pointing at the black-hilted sword she bore.

A sword she’d been handed “for safekeeping” right before its rightful owner had died.

“It isn’t,” Ruhi answered honestly, lifting the weapon across both palms. “I have it, but that’s about it. Why did she want me to hold onto it for her? So I could pass it back to Sanga when he returned?” As always, her heart beat a little faster at thoughts of the rangy pirate.

Pillai shrugged. “Seems like a smart move to me. Though how she knew, I still don’t get.”

Neither do I, Ruhi thought, tapping the top of the crossguard. Kosala had been smart, certainly. And clever. And inclined toward backup plans and redundancies. But her last acts before rushing out to sea had been so precise, so perfect—

Almost as if she’d somehow known what was about to happen. And not just a general sense of doom, no. More like actual awareness of future events.

Ruhi closed her eyes, remembering that last encounter. They’d just got word about Koliya’s impending attack. Kosala had started for the door—and then had stopped, staring at the sword, and her hand upon it.

Staring at the Bhagskha Yang. The Fated Blade. A sword that supposedly granted its owner strange powers.

A sword that had glowed with rubies once Kosala had claimed it for her own, the same as it had in those old portraits.

But the rubies had gone dark again now. They’d faded away the minute the raja had left the weapon in Ruhi’s care. “Keep it well,” Kosala had said at the time. “And remember to wet the blade.” Ruhi didn’t actually know what that last part meant. Something about keeping it clean? That seemed strange, though. Wouldn’t wetting it make the blade rust?

Anyway, when had those rubies first appeared? A memory danced in her head, of Kosala accepting the sword.

And cutting her finger on it, so that a single drop of blood dripped down the blade toward the crossguard. Blood as rich a red as any ruby.

“Wet the blade.” Could that be the answer?

Carefully unsheathing the sword, Ruhi laid it across her lap again.

“What’re you doing?” Pillai asked, rising and inching closer.

“Hopefully, something very clever and not very stupid,” Ruhi replied.

Right before pricking her finger on the sword’s tip and shaking a drop of blood down onto the naked blade.

Instantly, it felt as if a fire were burning through her veins. She cried out, arching her head back as pain lanced through her. No, not exactly pain. More like a sharp ache.

That faded, and Ruhi clutched at her head, which was suddenly splitting. Through the fierce headache she squinted down at the sword—

And smiled upon seeing the rubies gleaming brightly in its hilt, guard, and pommel.

She’d done it! The Bhagskha Yang was not only safe but awake!

What’s more, she understood what it did, now. And, more precisely, what it had done for her. As well as why Kosala had left it with her, and said what she’d said.

“Come on,” Ruhi declared, sheathing the sword once more and rising to her feet. “Let’s go. I’d like a word or three with a certain new governor.”

À À À

They found Chennama in the governor’s office. The new unofficial governor was speaking with two men Ruhi recognized as merchants, and not terribly savory ones. Two of the town guard stood by the door. “Ah, Captain!” Chennama called out as they entered the wood-paneled room. “And Ms. . . . Naidu, was it? What can I do for you?”

“You can admit what you did, for starters,” Ruhi announced loudly. “I think that would be best for everyone concerned, don’t you?”

The other woman laughed, but there was a harsh, false note to the sound. “What do you think I have to admit?” she asked, her voice growing higher and faster, her eyes taking on a frenzied cast. “That I had Malhotra killed? That I’ve been colluding with Koliya? That I took part in the cabal with those merchants and nobles back in Devraptnam? Or that I tipped Jasleen Lal off about the upcoming sea battle?”

Pillai was staring at the new governor, as were the two merchants. Ruhi, however, maintained her calm. “Yes, all that, to start,” she replied, her hand tightening around the sword’s grip. “How do you feel about what you’ve done?”

Chennama suddenly staggered as if she’d been struck by a heavy wind. “Terrible,” she admitted, her usual poise suddenly deserting her. “I’ve barely slept since.” She leaned against her desk. “Girish was a good man, and I had him killed just so I could take his place. That cabal was more than willing to kill, as well, just to gain power. And Jasleen Lal? That was like siccing a rabid dog on an unsuspecting cluster of children! What kind of a monster am I?”

The two merchants were backing away now, their faces twisted into expressions of wary contempt. Pillai ignored them and gestured for her men to take the would-be governor into custody. “Yes, arrest me!” Chennama cried, turning and offering up both wrists. “I deserve it! I’m a murderer, a liar, and a cheat!” She was still wailing as she was led out.

As soon as the door had shut behind her, Pillai turned to Ruhi. “What in all the wide seas was that?”

Ruhi grinned at her. “I figured it out,” she explained, tapping the sword on the pommel. “The Bhagskha Yang does grant powers, but only if you bind it to your blood—and only if you already have a Gift. If you do, though, it amplifies it. That’s why Kosala gave it to me—as far as I know, it wouldn’t have done Sanga any good. In my case, though, it took my ability to soothe people, to make them more amenable, and raised that to a whole new level.” She ran a finger over one of the rubies. “Now I can actually influence how others feel.”

Of course, that meant Kosala herself had possessed a Gift. Which explained some things, particularly how she’d seen through Sundra’s lies and her own disguise. And whatever that Gift had been originally, the sword had amplified it—enough to let Kosala glimpse the future. That was why the raja had been so resigned and yet so confident. She had known what was coming.

Ruhi realized Pillai was staring at her. “You made her confess?”

She shrugged. “I made her feel guilty for her actions,” she countered. “But I didn’t put those words in her mouth, or even force them out of her. She killed him, that and all the rest. I just made it so she felt she had to come clean—about everything.”

The guard captain was shaking her head as they exited the now-empty office. “That’s a dangerous Gift, all right. With the right emotions, you could make people do almost anything.”

“I have no intention of abusing it,” Ruhi promised. “In this case, however, I think it was justified.”

Pillai nodded. “She’ll hang for this, no question. Murdering Malhotra alone would have been enough to guarantee that.”

“Who will take over here?” Ruhi asked. “You’ll need to elect a new Governor, won’t you? But half of the Parishad is gone as well.”

Her friend scowled. “I’ll probably have to, just to keep the town from blowing up,” she admitted grudgingly. “Feh!”

Ruhi laughed, then sobered as she thought of something. “Actually, come on. I have something else I need to ask her about.”

Hurrying out of the building, she spotted the two guards up ahead, practically holding up the despondent Chennama between them. Rushing to catch up, Ruhi waved for them to stop a minute—which they did, after a confirming nod from Pillai, who’d kept up with her.

“The cabal,” Ruhi asked once she’d got her breathing back under control. “How did you find out about them in the first place?” That was one of the things she still hadn’t figured out.

Chennama smirked, a hint of her usual arrogance returning. “I didn’t have to find them,” she answered. “I knew them, or at least one of them, the whole time.” She straightened. “My father is a Macola, but my mother, she was a Cavari. So was her father before her, and his, and several generations before that, but one of her ancestors? Before he changed it, he was a Jhaveri.”

Pillai gasped, but Ruhi only nodded. “You’re descended from Sivan Jhaveri himself.”

“I am,” the murderous ex-governor agreed proudly. “We knew where he’d gone and what he’d done to survive. Those he left behind didn’t condemn him for it, and we never lost contact with him—or his descendants. Jayesh Pawari is not only my cousin, he’s my business partner, as his father was before him.”

Ruhi smiled down at the smaller woman. “Thank you. That was the part I was missing.” She waved for the guards to continue on, and they did so, carting Chennama off once more as she turned back to Pillai. “We need to check on something quickly. Then I’m going to need a ship, a fast one,” she stated. “I have to get back to Devraptnam as soon as possible.”

She only hoped she’d make it in time.


Chapter Forty-one

Sundra

Sundra glanced up when he heard the heavy iron door at the end of the hall open. “Visitor for Sundra Aruvar!” the guard declared.

Standing quickly, Sundra did his best to tidy his clothes. They had provided a shallow basin of water, not enough to drown oneself but enough to splash a little on hands and face, and he did that now, slicking his hair back as well. He could do nothing about wearing the same clothes for the past week, but at least they were still unstained, if badly wrinkled. And more than a little fragrant.

The steps that followed the guard’s shout were quick and light, so he was not at all surprised when a woman came into view. But Sundra was both happy and a little disappointed to see that the lady in question was his mother.

“Mother, what are you doing here?” he asked, stepping up to the bars. The guard could see him from his station by the door and would intervene if Sundra touched the iron barricade, or his visitor did, but would otherwise leave them alone as much as possible. There were evidently still some privileges to being a noble, even one currently awaiting trial for murder.

“I had to see you,” Devi Aruvar replied, approaching but stopping just shy of contact. She looked tired and concerned but otherwise well. “Are they treating you fairly?”

“They are,” Sundra answered, which was true enough. His was the only occupied cell on this hall, and the space was clean enough, if mostly bare. The walls were solid stone, of course, which kept it cool, and a small window up high allowed light and fresh air while being well out of reach. He received meals twice a day, and the food was better than some he’d had in the past months, though certainly nothing like home’s. “Is there any news?”

His mother shook her head. “None. Were you expecting something?”

He had to shrug. “Expecting? No. Hoping, though.” Sanga had promised to let Ruhi know what was happening here, and Sundra had seen his friend think of amazing solutions before. He only hoped she had at least one more saved up for him.

Devi leaned in. “They have settled on a date for your trial,” she told him, keeping her voice down. “It will be two days from now.”

“That is something, at least.” He nudged the stones of the floor with one toe. “It’s already been a week, I was afraid they would just leave me here to rot.”

“But if they find you guilty . . .” she looked away, unable to say it.

“I know.” He was not thrilled at the prospect himself. There was only one punishment for killing a man in cold blood, and that was execution. “But it was an accident.”

His mother sighed. “That is not what they are saying! They are spreading the story that you had a grudge against Sirdar Pawari, so you manipulated him into dueling and then killed him!”

Sundra had to chuckle at that, despite his predicament. “Manipulated him? I begged him to forgive the slight! He insisted!” He glanced down the hall at the guard and the door that barred the rest of the world beyond. “What about Father?”

Devi shook her head. “He has petitioned for leniency, citing your youth. They denied it. He requested commutation, given how you just helped save the city. That was refused as well. He is trying everything he can, Sundra, but the rest of the council is dead set against him—and you.”

“The whole council?” Sundra asking, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Or just a select few like Jayesh Pawari?”

“His voice is the loudest,” she agreed. “And a few of the others, like Sirdar Reddiar and Sirdar Konar, seemed inclined to grant your father’s requests, but were overruled. Nor is he allowed to vote himself, since this matter concerns his own family.”

Sundra nodded. It was no surprise that Varun and Madhav’s fathers would be sympathetic toward him, and grateful—they, like his own father, had had their families threatened if they did not go along with the Shasak Samiti’s demands. But evidently the others were either still too cowed or too ashamed—or too involved—to agree.

“Well,” he said, “if he has any last appeals to make, he’d better hurry.”

“I know,” Devi said. “And he will. Believe me, he’s barely slept since your arrest.” Angling her body to block the guard’s view, she reached out and quickly clasped Sundra’s hand. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” he replied, squeezing her hand lightly before releasing it. No sense getting her in trouble, too! “Thank you. Tell Father and Sumana I am well and say hi.”

She nodded and, after staring at him a moment longer, returned to the guard, who let her back out. The clang of the door shutting behind her sounded a great deal like a heavy bell tolling some calamity, and Sundra felt his mood darken. Still, he was glad she had come.

À À À

Later that day, as the sun began to set and shadows filtered in through the window, the guard announced another visitor. Sundra had been dozing but now shook himself awake and rolled out of his rough cot, catching himself on his hands and pushing off the floor.

He was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes when his father came into view.

“Sundra! How are you, son?” His mother had not been lying—Sangram Aruvar looked terrible, his skin pale and his cheeks hollow. His mustache had not been combed to its usual sharpness, and bits of his hair were sticking up.

“Fine, Father,” Sundra answered, deciding to be kind and not reply with his usual flippancy. “They are treating me well enough, for a prisoner.”

“Good, good.” His father sighed, wiping a hand across his forehead. “I have tried everything, I’m afraid. The rest of the council is determined to bring you to trial. They say there can be no sign of favoritism, that even a Kunwar—or a Sirdar, if it ever came to that—must be shown to be subject to the same laws as everyone else.”

Sundra nodded. “Your own adage, turned back upon us,” he remarked. “How ironic.”

“I am trying,” his father replied with some acerbity. “This has not been easy on any of us, you know.”

“Yet I am the one who will die for it,” Sundra retorted. “Still, I am sorry if it has inconvenienced you any.” Seeing his father’s jaw tighten, though, he sighed and held up a hand. “I am sorry. I am a little on edge, understandably so, I’d think. I know you have been trying, and I appreciate that.”

His father huffed a bit. “Well, of course,” he answered after a moment. “You’re my son, after all.” He frowned. “There must be something I haven’t thought of yet.”

“Well, there is one thing,” Sundra replied, moving a little closer and lowering his voice so the guard couldn’t hear. “You could break me out of here.”

“What!?” His father’s surprised yelp made the guard look, but after seeing that both men were still on their respective sides of the bars he settled back down. “Sundra, I can’t do that!”

“Why not?” Sundra asked. “We both know the cabal is using this to get their revenge on our whole family for messing up their plans. They mean to see me dead, and if I go to trial I’ll almost certainly be found guilty. I did kill him, after all.”

Sangram scrubbed at his face with one hand. “Yes, why did you have to do that? You couldn’t have just, I don’t know, poked him somewhere harmless? You’re more than good enough to manage that.”

“It wasn’t deliberate,” Sundra said, though he did note the comment about his swordsmanship. His father had always been sparing with compliments, at least to him, so he made sure to cherish the few he did get for as long as he could. “He shifted at just the wrong time, and I was too close to disengage.” He paced the length of his cell. “Funny that, after all the stupid things I’ve done, trying to follow the codes, accepting a duel from a peer or superior, is what will finally see me dead.” He cast a sidelong glance at his father. “Unless, of course, you get me out of here before then.”

His father’s scowl was a familiar one, the same one Sundra had seen growing up whenever he’d asked his father to bend the rules for him. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

Sundra nodded. “Then we will just have to make the strongest case we can and hope for the best.” He stepped forward, making sure to look his father in the eye. “I do not blame you, Father. This is my mess, and I am sorry I’ve dragged you and Mother and Sumana into it. I should have behaved better. If I had, Sirdar Pawari might not have felt the need to challenge me, and none of this would have happened.” Of course, that also meant Kosala would have wound up dead back in Surpakat, and the weather mages would have revolted, and who knew what else?

His father nodded. “I am proud of you, son,” he said. “You have indeed grown into a good man.” Then, ignoring propriety, he reached out and clasped Sundra’s hand through the bars. Only for a moment, but it was still one of the biggest displays of affection he’d shown Sundra in years.

À À À

His father’s emotional response was surprise enough, but later Sundra received another. When his evening meal arrived, there was a small scrap of paper with it. It bore only two words—“Sunset tomorrow”—but they were in his father’s hand, and Sundra knew at once what they meant. His father had, against all odds and expectations, decided to toss the rules and break him out after all!

Sundra slept better that night than he had all week. But he was awakened at the first hint of dawn by the door opening and someone marching down the hall.

It was Tirupa Iyer. “It is time,” the guard captain declared, unlocking Sundra’s cell. “The council will try your case.”

“Of course they will,” Sundra grumbled. So much for his father’s plans! But he knew there was no putting this off any further. “May I have a moment to make myself presentable?” he asked, and the captain nodded, politely turning away while Sundra relieved himself in the chamber pot and then stripped off his shirt to pour the rest of the basin over his head and chest.

Once he was as clean as he could make himself, he redonned his shirt and vest. “Ready,” he stated, and Iyer nodded, opening the door to usher him out.

“You have behaved with honor, Kunwar Aruvar,” the man stated as he led the way down the hall. “And the city owes you a debt for your aid in the pirate attack. I am sorry the council has chosen to ignore that.”

“Thank you,” Sundra replied, a little surprised. He had always thought Iyer didn’t like him much.

They walked the rest of the way from Dveep Karagar to neighboring Dveep Saragar in silence. To Sundra, each step sounded like another portent of impending doom.


Chapter Forty-two

Sundra

Sundra had visited the nakar palack’s chamber as a youth and had always found it grand but stuffy. That seemed truer than ever today, as the guards led him into the squared space, its carved wooden ceiling seeming to weigh down on him and its angled wood walls to close in. A bench ran all the way around the room’s edge, broken by the columns holding up the ceiling, and slats just above the bench allowed light to filter in from outside. The black stone tiles of the floor were uncovered save for the nine chairs set facing each other, three each along the sides and back and a single chair at the front. His father’s seat.

All nine were occupied now, as Iyer guided Sundra into the room’s center and then stepped back, leaving him there alone. Except for the city’s Sirdar, the guards, and himself, the chamber was empty.

“Kunwar Sundra Aruvar.” It was Thirum Vishwakarma, the oldest of the Sirdar, who spoke, dragging each word out in his usual ponderous fashion. “You have been brought before us to answer a heavy charge. You stand accused of murdering one of our number, Jivaka Pawari. How do you plead?”

“Noble Sirdar,” Sundra began, bowing to each of the four directions. “I would first like to say—”

“No!” That was from Jayesh Pawari, who leaned forward eagerly in his seat. “We are not here to listen to you try charming your way out of this! You killed my father, and now you will die for it!”

Sangram banged a fist on the arm of his chair, silencing the murmurs that had sprung up from this declaration. “Sirdar Pawari!” he stated, his deep voice cutting through the rest. “As your family is directly involved in this matter, you will remain quiet through these proceedings, nor will you cast a vote. I have already stated that I will do the same.” Jayesh grumbled at that, glaring at Sundra, but did not say anything more. “Very well. Thirum, proceed.”

Sundra knew it must be driving his father mad, not being allowed to preside over this matter. But of course it could not be helped. At least Jayesh would not be able to vote against him.

That just left the other seven to convince.

“I will ask you again, Kunwar Aruvar,” Vishwakarma stated. “How do you plead?”

Sundra had wrestled with this very question over the past week. Did he confess to killing the older Pawari and plead extenuating circumstances? Or did he argue that it had not been deliberate and therefore he was innocent? Both were fraught with risk. Still, he felt trying to backtrack after a confession would be harder. Accordingly, he held his head up high and said loudly, “Not guilty, Sirdar.”

That caused a buzz among the seated nobles, with Jayesh practically spitting and a few of the others shaking their heads. “You deny that you killed Sirdar Pawari?” Vishwakarma asked.

“I am not guilty of murdering him,” Sundra corrected. “For murder requires malicious intent and a desire to end a life. I had no such thoughts or intentions.”

“You stabbed him through the heart!” Jayesh burst out, leaping from his seat to get in Sundra’s face. “He told us he was meeting you for a duel, and he was found dead shortly thereafter, sword in hand. You did that to him!”

Sundra faced the shorter nobleman, peering down at him and doing his best not to sneer. “We did duel, yes,” he agreed. There was no way to deny that, not when so many had seen Jayesh’s father call him out at the party’s end. “And yes, he died from the wound he received. It was an accident, however. A terrible, tragic one.” He shook his head. “I bore your father no ill will, and wished him no harm.” Well, maybe a little harm, he corrected in his head. But certainly nothing permanent.

Bhaskar Adarsh cleared his throat as some of the others urged Jayesh back to his seat. “Then you admit that you killed him?” the slippery Sirdar stated, his voice and manner as chilled as ever. “Your entire argument is a technicality?”

Sundra dipped his head to the man, acknowledging the point, but could not help adding, “Not a technicality but a clarification, Sirdar. Surely we have all had accidents before?”

“Never one that ended a man’s life,” Tarun Sellathurai murmured, the words carrying easily through the small space, and a few of the others chuckled.

“That is fortunate for you,” Sundra replied. “For my part, I am wracked with guilt over Sirdar Pawari’s death and would make amends however possible. I do not believe, however, that such a tragic incident should necessitate the loss of another life on top of the first.” That, he felt, had been particularly well put.

Chiranjee Mudalier was nodding. “Truly, such a deed would not bring Jivaka back,” Chirag’s father agreed, his voice soft as his son’s and his gaze as thoughtful. “Nor would robbing our city of a young life benefit it any. Particularly one so full of potential.”

“Not to mention, one who just saved us all from pirates!” Mridul Konar agreed. That brought more whispering around the room, and Sundra struggled not to smile. Storms bless Madhav’s father, though, for raising that point!

Still, Sellathurai shook his head. “A crime is a crime, regardless who commits it and what else they may have done before or since,” he reminded the others. “And, as such, must be judged independent of such things. Would you not agree, Sirdar Aruvar?” Curse the man for trapping Sundra’s own father thus!

For his part, Sangram frowned. “I cannot participate in this discussion,” he reminded the other noble, his voice conveying his displeasure even as his features remained carefully calm. “You know that.”

“Yes, but this is a more general question, surely,” Adarsh argued. “About our overall process when hearing any case brought before us.”

Sundra’s father frowned but refused to be baited any further.

After a moment, Vishwakarma spoke again. “The problem,” he began slowly, “is that no man can truly know another’s heart. Thus we cannot judge based on intentions. Only on facts and actions.” Though his speech was labored and his body frail, his gaze was still sharp as he fixed Sundra with it. “You admit that you fought a duel with Jivaka Pawari.”

There was no other option but for Sundra to nod. “I did, yes.”

“And was it your sword that killed him?”

Again, he had no way out. “It was.”

Sellathurai let out a loud, theatrical sigh. “Then I see no choice for us but to declare you guilty of murder,” he stated, throwing a look at Sangram. “I am so sorry, my friend.”

Sundra’s father gritted his teeth but did not reply.

Several of the others stirred, but no one said anything as Vishwakarma studied each in turn. “Is there anything further to add?” he asked. A few of the Sirdar looked down, clearly not happy, but when stated so baldly, the case seemed entirely too clear. “Very well.” Clearing his throat, he announced, “Kunwar Sundra Aruvar, it is the finding of this nakar palack that you—”

The door suddenly slammed open, making everyone jump. Iyer and his guards hurried forward to intercept the trio who rushed in, a tall woman followed by a shorter one and a rangy man.

Sundra felt his own heart leap upon seeing his friends. Ruhi flashed him a smile, and he nearly wept. She had a plan! He knew it!

“What is the meaning of this interruption?” Jayesh demanded, having climbed ponderously to his feet as well. Then he caught sight of Ruhi and stopped, his face flushing. “You!”

“Yes, me,” she replied, looking him up and down and then deliberately dismissing him with a flick of her chin. “The woman you abducted and attempted to force into marrying you.” That made some of the others gasp, and several stare at the short Sirdar, but Ruhi had moved on.

“Noble Sirdar,” she stated, bowing to each direction. “I apologize for interrupting your deliberations, but I bring information that has a direct bearing upon this case, and thus could not wait.” She still bore the Bhagskha Yang, Sundra noted, one hand resting upon it as she spoke, only now rubies glowed from its handle and hilt. Strange.

“Who are you, exactly?” Adarsh demanded. “And what is this information you say you bring?”

Ruhi ignored the implication that she was lying and gave him a bright smile instead. “My name is Ruhi Naidu,” she replied. “My father is a merchant here, and I was born and raised in Devraptnam. Recently, however, I was captured by pirates, as was Sundra.” A few Sirdar gasped. Evidently they had not heard that part of the story before.

“You helped unravel the plot by the so-called Shasak Samiti,” Mudalier stated. “This council, and this city, owes you its thanks.”

She dipped her head. “I am only happy to have been of service, Sirdar. Thank you. But it is precisely of that cabal that I came to speak. You see, its members included not only citizens of Devraptnam but pirates from the Areyat Isles, including a pirate lord named Koliya—and a civil servant named Chennama Macola.”

Sellathurai tutted. “What does that have to do with us, or this case?” he asked. “The cabal has been defeated and disbanded, its leaders dead.”

“But how were the two sides connected?” Ruhi countered. “Pirates and citizens?” She paced around Sundra, eyeing each of the Sirdar as she did. “What we discovered was very simple. Many generations ago, a pirate came to Devraptnam and changed his name to start a new life here—but he maintained ties with his family back in the Isles. As did his children, and their children, and so on. Right to this very day.”

Jayesh snorted. “Preposterous!”

Ruhi rounded on him in turn. “Not at all, Sirdar Pawari. As you well know, because it is your own family who descended from him!”

He sputtered at that. “That is a baseless lie!”

“It is not,” Pillai stated, speaking for the first time. She had been standing to one side, in a silent face-off with Iyer, one guard captain to another, but now raised her voice to be heard. “You and Chennama Macola are cousins.”

Azad Gounder coughed. “Even if this were true,” he offered diffidently, “what of it? One cannot control who one is related to.”

“No,” Ruhi agreed. “But you can control who you conspire with. And the Pawari have been working with the pirates, not just as part of this cabal, but for years.”

Jayesh had turned bright red. “I will not stand here and be insulted like this!” he declared, moving toward the exit—only to find Sanga in his path.

“Sit down,” the rangy pirate warned, and the Sirdar, gulping, did as he was told.

Sundra’s father leaned forward. “Do you have any proof of this?” he asked, his tone carefully neutral, but the fact that he was intervening at all gave Sundra hope.

“I do,” Ruhi answered. She drew a stack of letters from the pouch at her belt and offered them to several of the Sirdar. “This is correspondence between Chennama and both Jivaka Pawari and later Jayesh, coordinating attacks on ships from Devraptnam.”

The room went quiet, save for the rustling of paper, as the men read. “You tipped them off as to when our ships were sailing!” Reddiar accused after a moment, glaring at Jayesh. “They took our ships and cargo, while yours went untouched!”

“Correct,” Ruhi agreed. “Which means the Pawari have been no better than pirates themselves.” She winked at Sundra. “And if Jivaka Pawari was a pirate—”

“Then I was honor bound to defend the city against him,” Sundra said, catching on at once. “Even to his death.” He lifted his chin. “I did not murder a Sirdar. I executed a pirate.” He threw Sanga an apologetic shrug, which the man accepted with a grin.

Iyer had turned to face Sangram. “What are your orders, Sirdar?” he asked, looking pointedly at Jayesh, who had deflated in his chair.

Sundra’s father did not hesitate. “Take him into custody,” he said at once. “These letters leave no room for doubt. I motion that Jayesh Pawari be stripped of his title, and his family of their lands and goods, at once, and that he be sentenced for piracy.” The others quickly raised their hands in assent, and a stunned Jayesh was led away in chains.

“Kunwar Sundra Aruvar.” That was Vishwakarma again. “Given this new evidence, I believe we must drop the charges against you altogether.” The other Sirdar nodded. “You are free to go.”

Sundra nearly fell to his knees in relief. That had been close!

Ruhi hugged him at once. “Thank you,” he told her, and she laughed.

“Of course. We’ve got into this habit of saving each other—can’t stop now.”

Several of the Sirdar approached to congratulate him as well, including his father. But Tarun Sellathurai reached him first.

“This is for the Shasak Samiti,” the slippery Sirdar whispered too low for anyone else to hear. And from his belt flashed the sharp edge of a drawn dagger.

Sundra could only stare as the man leaped toward him. He was too surprised to dodge or even cry out.

Then someone shoved him out of the way. Sundra hit the ground hard, sprawling on the stone tiles. Someone screamed. Someone else shouted.

Scrambling to his feet, he saw Sellathurai down, one of Sanga’s knives in his throat.

And on the ground beside him was Sundra’s father.

“No!” Sundra was there in an instant, kneeling at his father’s side. Sangram’s whole front was covered in blood, and his skin was already turning waxy and pale. “Father, what have you done?”

Sangram turned toward his son. “The right . . . thing,” he answered, his voice faint and trembling, a shadow of its usual self. “Protecting my . . . greatest work.”

Sundra clasped his father’s hands, tears blurring his vision. “We’ll get help,” he promised, but knew they were just empty words. “I am so sorry, Father.”

The older Aruvar smiled. “Don’t be. I am . . . just glad . . . you came home. I love you, son.”

“I love you too, Father,” Sundra answered. “And I will make you proud.”

“You . . . already have,” his father whispered. Then his grip tightened before going slack, his head lolling back.


Chapter Forty-three

Ruhi

The Aruvar home saw many visitors over the next few days. Sundra’s father was almost universally respected.

The fact that he and his son had just helped stave off the first attempted pirate invasion in centuries only added to the family’s reputation.

Ruhi did not leave Sundra’s side the entire time, and Sanga and Pillai had remained as well. By unspoken agreement, the rest of the nakar palack had overlooked the rangy pirate’s killing Tarun Sellathurai. The treacherous Sirdar had just stabbed Sangram right in front of them, after all. Chiranjee Mudalier had paused by Sanga, as they’d all filed out to make room for the attendants Sundra had hastily gathered to carry his father home, and murmured, “You will be leaving the city after matters are settled, I hope?” but that had been all.

Now, three days later, the friends gathered at Sundra’s, seated around the dining table once more to discuss what would happen next. Sundra sat beside his mother, as before, with his little brother crowded close on her other side. The space felt hollow somehow without his father’s presence.

“I am staying here,” Sundra informed the rest of them, laying both hands flat upon the table. “I will step in as Sirdar and head of house and do my best to bring honor to the Aruvar name.”

His mother patted his hand and offered him a small smile. “You have done so already,” she assured him. “And I know you will only continue to do so. But Sumana and I are glad you are home. As is your father.” Sangram had only awakened briefly once or twice since being wounded, but their doctors assured the family that he would, in time, recover fully. It had been a near thing, however.

Sundra nodded. “The first order of business will be to select new members of the nakar palack,” he mused. “We are down by two—and we’ll need to be sure none of the remaining ones were actually part of the cabal, rather than just its victims.”

Sanga cleared his throat. “I’ll be heading back to Surpakat,” he stated. “Think I’ve about worn out my welcome in this city, anyway.” He shook his head. “I’ll need to take Kosala’s seat on the Parishad, which would’ve been difficult enough with all the others still there. Now? It’s going to be a nightmare.”

Pillai nodded. “Only five of you left,” she said. “But at least everyone is mostly reasonable. The issue will be with the ones trying for the empty seats.”

The rangy pirate groaned. “Don’t remind me. Jasleen Lal’s seat alone is going to be . . . chaos. Gayatri, Matevi, and Rasika all take after their mother.”

“Shivaji’s going to make a play for a seat, as well,” Ruhi pointed out. “He has almost the necessary number of ships already, and with everything up in the air now, he’s aggressive enough to go after the remaining few. At least you know you can trust Chetan.”

“I’ll need to get back as well,” Pillai put in. “Someone has to keep things together until we can appoint a new governor.” She didn’t look happy about it, but Ruhi knew her friend would do a good job of maintaining order.

Sanga turned to her. “What about you?” he asked. “Will you stay here . . . or come back with me?” He reached out and took her hand. “I’m hoping for the latter.”

Though she knew everyone was watching, to Ruhi it felt as if the entire world had just collapsed, leaving only her hand in the pirate’s. She could feel the roughness of his skin, the raised edges of various scars, but also the careful tenderness with which he clasped her fingers, as gently as if holding a flower petal. So rough and yet so kind. So formidable and yet so calm. She’d noticed—and liked—that about him from the start. The way he spoke, the way he laughed, the consideration he showed for all the other staff.

If she were being totally honest with herself, she liked everything about him. But especially the way he looked at her.

What would she do if she stayed? Go back to work for her father, most likely. She enjoyed that, and it was familiar and comfortable—especially if her aunt would now give her some space—but was it what she wanted?

Before all this had begun, she would have said yes. But now she’d traveled the sea, been to multiple islands, sailed through storms. She’d fought mages and rajas, solved murders and disappearances, put down plots and uprisings.

Her words mattered. She made a difference.

Sanga aside, she found she was not ready to give that up. And with the tall pirate’s interest added in, Ruhi knew there was only one possible answer for her.

“Yes,” she said, smiling up at him and watching the joy blossom in his eyes. “I will return with you.” She grinned. “Someone has to handle the books, or you’ll be deep in debt within the month.”

He laughed, and Sundra and Pillai both chuckled, but her friends were all looking on knowingly, and Ruhi ducked her head, blushing.

Then, gathering her courage, she stretched up and kissed Sanga on the lips before pulling away again.

If he had been happy before, he looked ready to burst with joy now.

“You’ll need to be careful,” Sundra warned her. “You’re a free woman now, and carrying the Bhagska Yang. A lot of people will try to influence you, or simply take it from you.”

She nodded. “I know. But Kosala entrusted it to me, and I mean to keep it.” She patted the hilt where it jutted from her belt. At least she was growing used to carrying the darn thing! “I’ll learn to use it properly. And its Gifts will help me, too.” She’d explained about those to her friend. After all, they’d been brothers. There were no secrets between them.

Conversation turned to more mundane details, discussing what goods Sanga needed for his ship before the trip back. Ruhi and Pillai had come across on a separate ship, of course, one they’d chartered—along with a weather mage to speed it along—in Surpakat, one of the few independents like the Kalinga that were not tied to any raja. Its thalakurios could most likely bring the Chatur Yodha back with it, as well.

As the others talked, though, Ruhi found her thoughts turning to the recent troubles with the cabal. She was still bothered by something. Chennama was clever and manipulative, and Koliya had been more cunning than most had realized—but the fact that they’d both been involved had still felt strange. Had she gone to him with her family connection, needing his ships and crews? Had he somehow figured out her link to the Pawari and talked her into a partnership? Which of them had really been in charge, there?

Or, the idea occurred to Ruhi, what if it had been neither of them? Koliya had always been impulsive and short-sighted—clever, yes, but focused on immediate gain. Chennama had been selfish, entirely thinking of herself. The situation with the cabal had much more long-term ramifications. It seemed out of character for both of them. But Ruhi could think of a few others who could have plotted something like that.

One had been Kosala herself, of course. But two of the remaining rajas, Falguni and Ehsaan, had shown both intelligence and patience, the two traits required to plan something intricate and far-reaching. Could one or both of them have been involved? Koliya would not have been hard to manipulate, after all. What if one of them had been pulling the strings and staying back out of the way, watching and ready to reap the benefits without putting themselves at any risk?

It was something to consider, and to watch for once they returned home.

Home. Ruhi smiled. Yes, that’s what Surpakat was to her now. Home. One where she had a new life—and the prospect of new adventures, new challenges, even new love.

She was looking forward to going home.


Chapter Forty-four

Sundra

“Take care of each other,” Sundra urged. He had thrown an arm around Sanga’s shoulder and the other around Ruhi’s waist as they stood there on the docks before the Chatur Yodha.

“We will,” Ruhi promised. She hugged him tight. “You take care, too. Sirdar.” Which he was, at least for now.

Sanga nodded, pulling back to offer his hand in a firm clasp instead. “At least I know who to call on if my ships ever get seized,” he said with a smirk.

“Try to keep them out of sight of Devraptnam,” Sundra replied, “and we shouldn’t have any trouble.” He couldn’t ask them not to prey upon the city’s ships, of course. They were pirates, after all. But he knew that Sanga and Chetan, at least, would be more likely to let ships from here pass by unmolested. And the occasional raid was good for business, in a way. It kept everyone on their toes.

Pillai had already said good-bye and boarded her borrowed ship, whose weather mage stood at the prow ready to launch wind and water on their behalf. Goods and gear had been loaded, so it was down to just Ruhi and Sanga. Sundra’s mother and brother had said their farewells and thanks earlier, back at the house, but Sumana had accompanied him anyway, and now stood nearby, staring at the ships with wide eyes. He would take his little brother sailing soon, Sundra decided. Teach him how to handle himself on a boat. Who knew, it might come in handy some day?

Sanga nodded and turned away, heading toward the boat, but Ruhi lingered a moment. “I’ll miss you,” she said, and Sundra nodded, brushing at his damp cheeks.

“I’ll miss you too,” he told her honestly. “I never had a big brother before, but now I’m not sure how I’ll manage without one.”

She laughed and gave him a quick hug. “You’ll do fine. But I’ll stay in touch, somehow.”

“So will I,” he promised. And he would. Already he’d had some ideas on how the Isles and the city could work together, or at least form an agreement to keep both sides healthy and happy. With Ruhi there, he knew a plan like that might actually have a chance of working.

He stayed where he was as she followed Sanga. A moment later Ruhi stood waving from the railing as the two boats unmoored and sailed out into the bay. Sundra smiled and waved back. He knew that, no matter what happened in their lives, he and Ruhi would always be close.

“Sundra?” His little brother approached, and Sundra smiled and draped an arm over his shoulder. “Ready to go home?”

Sundra nodded. “Ready.”

As they turned to make their way back, he thought about what had happened to him since that fateful day he’d dueled Jivaka Pawari. He certainly couldn’t have predicted all the odd turns his life had taken! Nor had all of the twists been pleasant. Yet he would not have traded them. He’d left home an entitled young nobleman, convinced the world was there to serve him. His experiences had given him perspective, and, he hoped, some wisdom. His father had seemed to think so.

Sundra smiled. He’d had so little time yet to show his father how he’d changed. But there would be more, once Sangram recovered. In the meantime, Sundra would carry on, hoping he could live up to his father. Something he never could have done without having been through all that had happened to him.

He never could have charted that course, but in the end, it had been the right one for him. And it had brought him home.
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Glossary

Achkan: a knee-length open jacket with buttons all the way down

Alleppy Meen: a curry made with fresh fish simmered in spiced coconut gravy with raw mango

Angavastra: a man’s shoulder cloth or stole, often with decorative borders. It can be worn over a kurta or against bare skin.

Ayya: an honorific meaning “noble” or “worthy”

Baglah: a large, deep-sea ship, typically with three masts

Badan: a small boat with a flat bottom, good for shallow creeks and canals

Chatur Yodha (“clever fighter”): a kotia in Jasleen Lal’s fleet

Chettiar: a landowner or merchant

Choli: a fitted, midriff-baring bodice, worn by women under sari or sadri

Churidar: tight pants

Daniq: a smaller gold coin, six to a dinar

Dhamakaana (“strongarm” or “bully”): Koliya’s flagship, a ganja

Dhangi: a smaller deep-sea ship, usually with two masts

Dhoti: embroidered, silk sarongs tied to resemble loose trousers

Dinar: a heavy gold coin

Dirham: a silver coin, twenty to a dinar, roughly three and change to a daniq

Dupatta: an embroidered shawl that can be draped around both shoulders and over the head or across the chest or in several other ways

Durga: a stronghold

Fals (plural Falus): a copper coin, ten to a dirham, two hundred to a dinar

Ganja: a large deep-sea ship with two masts and as many as four sails, similar to a baglah

Gekurios: an elemental mage. Plural is gekurioi.

Ghagra: pleated skirts worn under a sari

Gharara: wide-legged, silk, brocade pants that flare out dramatically at the knees

Idlis: steamed rice-dough pancakes

Jal dvaar: “water gate,” a chain strung across the mouth of a harbor to keep out unwanted ships

Kameez: a long, loose shirt or tunic

Kane kudla: fish simmered in spiced coconut sauce

Karagar: jail or prison

Kavanar: a mayor

Khaman Dhokla: a fluffy steamed cake made of chickpea flour, often eaten with mint or tamarind chutney

Khet: an estate or plantation

Kolossoi: the mythic Giants

Kotia: a deep-sea ship similar to a baglah in size but more slender with an additional foresail

Kozhukkattai: a dessert of sweet, rice-flour dumplings, usually filled with shredded coconut and jaggery and sometimes other bits of dried fruit

Kuni Rani (“bloody queen”): Jasleen Lal’s flagship, a ganja

Kunwar: the son (or Kunwari, daughter) of a Sirdar, essentially a prince

Kurta: a loose cotton shirt

Lassi: a thick yogurt-based drink, either sweet or salty, often served chilled and frequently mixed with fruit juice.

Lipik: a clerk

Mekhela: an elaborately beaded or linked belt

Nakar palack: a city council

Nakar panam: a city hall, where a nayak or kavanar or nagar palik work

Nayak: a governor

Nilavilakku: a traditional oil lamp, typically tall and slim like a candlestick and made of brass or bronze. They are often found at the entrances to homes, and lighting them is considered good luck.

Pagri: a traditional headdress made of a single long cloth wound around the top of the head; also called a turban

Parishad: council or assembly, the Pirate Council that rules the islands

The Pirate Line: a wall running across Surpakat and effectively dividing the older, pirate-run portion of the town (“above the Line”) from the newer, more respectable section for business and government (“below the Line”)

Puja: a small alcove or room used solely for meditation and prayer

Pujari: A holy man or priest who performs important rituals

Puli: the tiger, which is a symbol of royalty

Raja: “king,” a Pirate Lord

Rampini: a small, narrow, unmasted boat, propelled by oar

Rani: queen

Rishi: A holy man or sage who dispenses wisdom and knowledge

Sadhu: An ascetic holy man who engages in meditation

Sadri: a vest, often embroidered

Samba: a spicy, lentil-based vegetarian stew

Samiti: a committee or cabal

Sari: a long strip of cloth, often beautifully woven, women wear wrapped around them

Sasaka: captain

Shalwar: drawstring trousers, loose at the top and cuffed at the bottom

Shasak: ruler or ruling

Sherwani: a longer, heavier jacket, often embroidered or made of brocade

Shikra: a small, fast bird of prey. Also Kosala’s ship. The name means “hunter.”

Shri: a polite form of address equivalent to “Mr.” or “Ms.”

Sirdar: a nobleman of the highest rank, a chieftain

Stanapatta: a band worn over the breasts

Tagada (“sturdy”): a baglah in Chetan’s fleet

Talwar: a long, slim sword with a curved, single-edged blade, a one-piece, metal handle and cross guard (and often knuckle bow), and a disc-shaped pommel.

Tegha: a sword with a wide, double-edged blade that curves and widens toward the tip.

Thakur: a minor nobleman

Thalakurios: a mage who specializes in sea magic, the power of wind and water and storm. Plural: thalakurioi. Also known as “stormers” or “storm mages.”

Thinnai: a shaded front porch, often raised

Tonga: a covered, horse-drawn passenger cart

Vaidya: a practitioner of the Ayurvedic healing arts; a doctor

Places in the Areyat Isles

Bahut Saare (“plenty”): the lar0gest plantation in the Islands, close to Surpakat, formerly held by Bhadra Khatri

Chaukanna (“watchful”): the stronghold formerly held by Udayin, more of a summer resort than a fortress

Dveep Kile (“island fortress”): the stronghold of the Raja Jasleen Lal

Enkar Bindu (“anchor point”): a stronghold where the Raja Kosala holds sway

Harit Maarg (“greenway”): an island, home to Bahut Saare, Suraksha, and Phasal Kaatana

Khajaana (“treasure”): a stronghold near the far north end of the Islands, controlled by the Raja Falguni

Khet Parivar (“family farm”): a plantation controlled by the Raja Jasleen Lal and her family, on the same island as Dveep Kile

Ooncha Need (“high nest”): the stronghold of the Raja Ehsaan

Phasal Kaatana (“harvest”): the plantation formerly (and quietly) held by the Raja Vihaan

Riyaasat (“homestead”): a stronghold ruled by the Raja Tarabai Banerjee—her docile husband Zubin Banerjee is governor

Shaant Sthaan (“A place of rest,” “resting place”): a small island near the northeast edge of the Areyat Isles

Sharan (“refuge”): the Raja Koliya’s stronghold, little more than a safehouse

Suraksha (“safety”): the stronghold formerly held by the Raja Vihaan, modest and not necessarily known to be associated with him

Surpakat: the Areyat Isles’ capital and main stronghold, guaranteed independence by the Parishad

Places on Amaranth

Bandarnagar (“coastal city”): an Amaranthine port city, smaller than Devrapatnam

Devrapatnam: Sundra and Ruhi’s home city, the second largest city in Rashtanan

Dveep Karagar: “prison island,” home of the city guard (and their jail)

Dveep Saragar: “government island,” home of the city government

Puralekh: the city archives, housed on Dveep Saragar

Rajdatram (nation’s capitol”): the capitol of Rashtanan

Rashtanan (“Joyful nation”): Sundra and Ruhi’s home country on the Amaranthine mainland
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The mortal world of Eldros is coming apart. The Giants, who once ruled its five continents with draconian malice have set their mighty designs on a return to power. Mortals across the globe must be victorious against insurmountable odds or die.
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This is the first book in The Relicant Chronicles, the Anime-esque epic
fantasy series from international bestselling author Aaron Rosenberg.
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